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For my wife, always. 
And for the queer community—always stronger together



Your heart knows the way. Run in that direction.
Rumi



Chapter 1
Revelations 
POLLY QUICKENED HER PACE as she zigzagged through the swarm of pedestrians clotting Chippendale’s lanes. She’d been in contract negotiations all afternoon and was in desperate need of a distraction. When she’d entered the firm’s conference room to meet their prospective client earlier that day he’d ignored her, then asked for a cappuccino and turned his back. He’d thought her a secretary, despite her expensive Armani suit. He’d been equally dismissive during their meeting, talking directly to her junior solicitor. Cultural differences, her boss had reminded her afterwards, fuelling her annoyance. She’d smiled, performed the requisite mollification, and withdrawn to her office to steam in private. She’d been in a foul mood ever since. With a huff, Polly stopped to survey her options, her stomach growling as Spice Alley’s rich aromas beckoned. Time to bury her humiliation beneath a pile of steaming noodles. 
Kensington Street was part of Sydney’s vibrant inner city restaurant quarter, drawing in university students and workers to its Asian hawker food stalls and high-end eateries. Crowds bustled, the workday forgotten as people queued to order a quick meal or searched for an empty table. It had been months since Polly had last taken a night for herself, almost a year since visiting her favourite food stall, and as she waited for her Nasi Goreng, she brooded. Days like this made her wonder why she tolerated her job. Deflated, she nabbed a rare free seat and sat to savour a meal she hadn’t cooked, her mind drifting to beaches and winning the lottery. 
As the light flattened and paled overhead, the autumn warmth disappeared. A sudden chill whipped around her ankles and Polly buttoned her suit jacket. Too cold to hang about and people-watch on her own, she polished off her meal and vacated her seat. 
Letting the last of work’s irritations slide away, she meandered Kensington Street’s restaurant row, slipping through the maze of mid-week revellers. Happy couples and groups of friends sat in warm street-side eateries, their conversations drowned out by hipster playlists and rowdy chatter. Polly watched with envy as she drifted towards George Street. We need to do this soon. She made a mental note to schedule a decent meal with Dave. Her husband worked worse hours than she did, despite being in private practice. There was always a knee to reconstruct. 
The wind tugged a strand of hair from her French twist, and as she turned her face to tuck it back behind her ear, Polly drew up short, recognising Dave’s face in a restaurant window. He was impossible to miss with his perfect hair and dimpled chin. Handsome, charming Dave. Who was meant to be elsewhere. Melbourne, actually. At a medical conference. Key-noting on ACL reconstructions. But here he was, in the window of a Thai restaurant, despite hating Thai food. Opposite him sat a stunning young woman, her chin in one hand, the other outstretched, playing with his fingers as she beamed at him, so visibly enamoured as he talked. His smile beguiled, charm oozing through the glass as he doted over his dinner companion and covered her hand with his own. 
Polly’s jaw dropped, her head spinning as she tried to work out what she was seeing. What was he doing? There? With…that woman? And they looked… Polly’s blood ran cold, and her eyes darted around as she searched for somewhere to hide, a shadow to watch them inconspicuously as she gathered her wits. 
Huddled in a doorway, Polly gawked as she searched for an explanation that would negate what was so obvious. Perhaps she was a niece or an old client with whom he had a close but professional connection. Anything but the conclusion she had jumped to. That they were intimate. He was having an affair. Which was impossible. Because it was Dave. Bland Dave, who liked stocks and reading medical journals, whose idea of adventure was wading into the rough to locate a stray golf ball. When he lifted his dinner companion’s hand and pressed his lips to her knuckles, Polly’s efforts fell apart. 
Rage quickly replaced her shock and bewilderment, and she spun on her heel to shove a path through the crowd, desperate to get away from her cheating husband. What the hell did he think he was doing? Then a moment of uncertainty. Surely it was possible what she’d seen was not, in fact, what she thought it was. It was Dave. Her husband of eleven years. Good-looking, boring Dave, for the love of god. She had to give him the benefit of the doubt. 
Thinking fast, Polly retrieved her phone from her bag, opened it, and stabbed angrily at his number. She attempted to compose herself as it rang. By the time Dave picked up, she was huddled again in the shadowy doorway opposite the restaurant. 
“Polly. Hi. What…” Voices and laughter rose and drowned him out.
“Hi, darling. How’s it all going?”
“Yeah, good.” He sounded distracted, impatient, and she saw him raise his eyebrows at the woman opposite. “Everything okay?”
“Fine. Look, I’m thinking of jumping a flight to Melbourne tomorrow. We can make a weekend of it. What do you think?” She watched as he got up and sauntered out of earshot before responding. 
“I’d love to, but I’m…” He combed his fingers through sun-kissed blond hair as a burst of laughter filled the restaurant. 
“Oh, you’re out?” she asked, prodding a lie out of him.
“Ah… no. I’m at a networking thing. About to head back to the hotel, actually. I’ve got my keynote tomorrow. Need to prep.”
If Polly hated anything, it was lying. The deceit was offensive, but what galled her most was the implication whoever was feeding her bullshit thought her too stupid to notice. Dave, of all people, should have known better. Hot rage returned, and she ran her tongue across her top teeth, her eyes narrowing. 
“Right.” Did she need more evidence? “Well, maybe we can FaceTime when you’re back in your room? It would be nice to see you.” More rope to hang himself. 
“Can we not? I’ve been on all day and I’m exhausted. I wouldn’t be good company. Anyway, I’m home Friday.” 
“Okay. Well, I hope it goes well tomorrow,” she replied, disgusted with herself at how compliant she sounded. Sure Dave, no problem, Dave. Do what you need to, Dave. She clenched her teeth. 
“Thanks, Poll. Sleep well.” The line went dead before she could respond. Dave composed himself as he returned to the table, and before Polly drew a breath, his sunny, perfect smile reappeared and conversation with his paramour resumed like nothing had happened. A quip, and his pretty confidante laughed. Then she leaned back in her chair. Polly’s eyes widened as she caught sight of her stomach—distended and obviously pregnant. 
The blood drained from Polly’s cheeks as Dave and his date gazed doe-eyed at one another. And what else could she see? Was that adoration? Intoxicated adoration. The fawning and crooning, his chin propped on his knuckles in feigned fascination as the blond chattered away. 
Cold realisation swept through Polly. He absolutely was cheating. With a woman at least ten years her junior. Less than three blocks from where Polly worked. Dave—mild, vapid Dave; successful, attractive Dave; Dave, her husband of more than a decade—was a philandering cheat. And his mistress was pregnant. 
Another gust of wind swirled around Polly’s legs, its cold kiss jolting her into action. There was no point watching them swoon over one another. Nothing would change what she knew to be true. That Dave was a cheat. Worse still, he was a cliché. Her ire transformed into disdain, and with a deep scowl, she launched herself into the flow of diners and made for Central Station. The sharp clip of her heels stabbed her fury into the sidewalk, and pedestrians gave her a wide berth.
On the train, she sat tightly coiled, arms and legs folded, head down. Implications were dawning. He was an adulterer. Their marriage was over. She waited for the five stages of grief to kick in, but the ten variants of anger rolled through her instead. As Town Hall station flashed by, her scorn blazed. She reflected on how often Dave worked late or attended out-of-town conferences. So many guises for his assignations. Not even Covid lockdowns had impacted his movements. How much of that was real? Polly suddenly questioned everything he’d ever told her. By the time the train clattered across the Harbour Bridge, self-righteous indignation consumed her. 
Polly had believed her and Dave’s values were aligned, that authenticity and respect and humanity bound them together. She took pride in that. But she’d clearly misinterpreted his arrogance for integrity. The compassionate, gentle surgeon she thought she had married looked suddenly dismissive and calculating. If he could do this to her, if he could live a separate life and hide it so well, what other deceits was he committing? 
And how had she missed it all? Surely there were signs. Slip-ups, miscalculations. Things Polly should have noticed. As a lawyer, reading people, observing behaviours and clocking inconsistencies, was part of her job. Those strengths were core to her professional success. But in her personal life, she had just been blind-sided, oblivious to the signs. Or wilfully ignorant. She couldn’t be sure because she put up with this sort of misogynistic shit at work and had gotten so used to overlooking bad behaviour. 
Self-recrimination gnawed at her as she trudged to their apartment. His mistress was visibly pregnant, seven or eight months from the look of her, which meant they’d been involved at least that long. And they had looked intimate, comfortable. That novel relationship air had been wholly absent—a contributor to her initial shock, Polly realised. She knew how Dave acted when he was nervous or aiming to impress. That was not how he’d appeared as they canoodled so publicly. He looked, dare she think it, at peace. He never looked that relaxed with Polly. Permanently on edge, Dave was always wound a little too tight. 
But then, she obviously didn’t know Dave like she assumed she did, because what he was doing seemed so out of character. He wasn’t a saint—far from it—but she’d never thought him capable of such blatant duplicity and hubris. Yet he’d wined and dined this woman in an area Polly frequented, less than ten minutes from her office.
When she got home, Polly floated around the apartment, preoccupied and despondent. Her glass of wine went untouched as she stood on their balcony, ignoring the chill, the text she’d typed into her phone unsent. Dave’s tiny face stared at her from the message header, his smile blindingly white despite his head being smaller than a five-cent piece. Smug bastard. She tapped send. 
 
  Need to talk to you tomorrow at latest. Find time for me in your calendar.    
A read receipt appeared. As smart as Dave was, he’d never worked out how to disable them. But he didn’t respond. Probably too busy screwing your twenty-something girlfriend. She emptied her wine into his favourite potted plant and walked back inside.
The apartment that had been their home for eight years now felt artificial, like it belonged to two strangers. She picked up a picture frame, a candid shot of her and Dave at a medical conference mixer, and searched for something familiar, something substantive that would remind her why she had fallen in love with him years ago. Her head was thrown back, caught mid-laugh as Dave smirked, his whisky glass halfway to his lips. They looked everything like the perfect couple. Him with his perfect teeth and firm jaw, cutting a robust figure in a Tom Ford suit. And on his arm, his beautiful, elegant wife, waves of bronze hair spilling over her shoulders, grey eyes flashing with mirth. They were a Christmas card, a Hallmark moment. They were perfect. Perfectly fictitious. 
Squeezing her eyes shut, Polly put the photo back on the bookshelf, face down. 



Chapter 2
Hell hath no fury 
DAVE DIDN’T REPLY TO her text until ten the following morning. Normally Polly would ignore his laxity, but now it looked disrespectful, the shortness of his message flippant. 
 
    Can't. Busy day 
It was Thursday. There was no way in hell she'd stew on her anger until it was convenient for him. She stabbed her response. 
 
  Find time   
Another read receipt popped up, and she watched those annoying three dots. She pictured him frowning, typing a reply, deleting it. Typing again. Finally, 
 
    I've got 10 minutes at 3 tomorrow. Can you come to the clinic? I'm heading straight there from the airport. 
She responded with a simple Y. If he hadn’t figured out she was angry, that would probably do it. 

Polly’s PA had cleared her calendar to ensure she was flexible for him, but now her day was without distraction. Confined to her desk, she couldn’t focus, her mind returning repeatedly to Wednesday night, the scene vivid and detail-ridden. How Dave had played with his mistress’s fingers across the table and squeezed her shoulder as he rose to take Polly’s call, the adoration in his eyes. He was not Polly’s Dave. She had spoken to a stranger, watched him lie, then sit back down. 
She dwelled on that knowledge all morning, unable to focus on anything save Dave and his girlfriend. They were happy. And what? In love? The idea spurred a bitterness Polly struggled to contain. She was jealous of her husband, which infuriated her even more. He had something new and bright whilst she had the remnants of his presence. 
As the time crawled, her brain churned through potential conversations. Would he try to justify his dinner guest? And explain her away? Or tell Polly it was all some silly case of mistaken identity? By lunchtime she was in such a state she needed to leave the office. Furious at Dave for saying things he hadn’t said, she headed straight to Hyde Park, hoping a walk among the trees might soothe her. By the time she eventually unwound, she’d given herself a blister, her heels hardly fit for a walk to the train station, let alone ninety minutes of storming through the Domain. Pain distracted her as she limped back to the office. 
The afternoon dragged on, the contract on her desk an inadequate diversion. Images of Dave squeezing whoeverthehellsheis’s shoulder plagued her, making her snippy. Eventually, her PA suggested she leave early. 
Home offered no relief. Dave’s smiling face beamed at her from an abundance of framed photos throughout the apartment. She stacked them all face down. Her foot throbbed, the blister a nasty, burning hole at the back of her heel, the perfect accompaniment to her searing rage. 

Half a bottle of wine and some painkillers got her some sleep, but by morning the wound was a weeping mess. Instead of a tranquil morning run, she was forced to spend fifteen minutes dressing it and hunting for shoes she could wear. Reduced to a thick wad of gauze and old trainers, she suffered the frustration of riding the train to work. 
Friday dragged by. Polly’s eyes flicked to the clock on her laptop’s taskbar. Ten seventeen, ten twenty-six, ten forty-two. By eleven a.m. she was over herself. She stuffed a stack of reading in her tote and retreated to the cafe in the building’s lobby to hunker down with coffee and the distraction of foot traffic. 
“G’day Polly.”
She glanced up to discover the head of HR standing over her. “Martin. Hi.”
“If you’re hiding out, I can offer some tips on how to be a bit more inconspicuous.” Her forced smile reaped a concerned frown. Martin was used to his legendary dry humour earning him, at minimum, a chuckle.
“Not in the headspace for the quiet of my office,” she answered. 
“Everything ok?”
“Time will tell.”
His eyebrows rose. “That sounds ominous.”
“Nothing a shotgun wouldn’t fix,” Polly muttered. 
His eyes widened. “You know, you can talk to me anytime. Doesn’t have to be about the marketing team.” He winked.
She offered the same dead smile. “Thanks Martin, I’ll remember that.” 
“Honestly, Polly. Cone of silence.” Something in the way he regarded her made Polly wonder how piqued she looked. The best she could offer was a lopsided shrug. “Okay.” He cocked his head, seeming to contemplate his next words carefully. “Look, can I offer you some advice?” He didn’t wait for her to say no. “We all know you’re a terrific lawyer—”
“I should hope so.” Her interjection was brusque, and his smile stiffened. 
“But sometimes, you let them push you around. Don’t be afraid to dig your heels in.” 
Polly cocked her head and leaned back in her chair. “Where’s this coming from?”
“I heard the Saudi meeting didn’t go well. Simon—”
“Simon?” Polly scoffed. “Simon needs to remember there’s more to being a decent lawyer than having a penis.” 
“And you should remind him of that,” Martin replied, his gaze solemn. “I’ve seen this happen a few times over the years, Polly. You know what needs to happen, but you have a soft hand. Yes, you manage clients beautifully, but when it comes to the rest of the team, you defer. It’s costing you.” Polly couldn’t hide her surprise. Martin had hired her, and they knew each other well, but he’d never provided professional feedback. He clicked his tongue resignedly. “All I’m saying is, it wouldn’t hurt your standing to stick to your guns. You know when you’re right. It’s okay not to compromise.” Polly scowled, and Martin stepped back. “Anyway, just advice.” He adjusted his tie, looking down to straighten the silver clip anchoring it to his shirt. 
“Noted,” Polly responded. 
As she watched him collect his coffee and escape to the elevators, she wondered why he suddenly thought it appropriate to proffer that pearl of wisdom. He obviously thought himself a confidante. How had that happened? Too much time spent at the office, for starters. And far too much familiarity. He was a co-worker and a busy-body, not someone whose advice she sought. Yet, at some point, he had assumed their collegiality granted a permission he hadn’t earned. 
Polly suddenly became aware of how few people she could talk to about recent events. She used to have other friends. Weekends filled with dinner dates and brunches with work wives from previous jobs or her weekend running group. But as work got busier, promotions and reputations whittled their social circle away. Now she and Dave were known for cancelling. Polly supposed people just stopped asking, and neither of them had noticed. A little confounded, she drained her flat white and pushed the matter aside to continue reading. 

When three p.m. finally rolled around, Polly was already waiting in the foyer of Dave’s building, her scruffy runners in stark contrast to her crisp black suit, freshly applied lipstick and coiffed hair. Her blister pulsated, making her already dark mood blacker. As the minutes ticked by, she wondered if Dave would stand her up. It wouldn’t be the first time. He was, after all, so very important. Polly glowered.
Dave skipped out of the elevator at three-fifteen, and as he sauntered towards her, Polly’s frown darkened further. He faltered and stuffed his hands in his pockets. 
“Poll? Is everything okay?” He glanced at his watch. “Sorry I kept you waiting.”
“Who is she?” Her voice was a high-pitched squeak of outrage, and she bit down on a flurry of accusations before they could spew out. This wasn’t how she’d planned to confront him. She had rehearsed a cool, considered speech where she would convey her anger while retaining some dignity. Instead, she’d launched in like a woman scorned. 
He stopped and peered at her, fifteen feet between them. “Who is…? What are you talking about?” 
Polly drew a long breath and stood her ground, determined not to get derailed by his feigned innocence and nonchalance. Straightening her back, she glared. “Is that really how you want to do this?” 
“Honestly, Poll.” He inched a couple of steps forward. “I have no idea what you’re talking about?”
“When is she due?” That stopped him. His eyebrows shot up, and he looked down to steady himself. She could see him contemplate the lie. 
“When is who…?”
The tumult she’d been grappling with suddenly evaporated. If there ever came a time when she reflected on the moment her feelings for David died, this would be it. “Don’t, Dave.” Her cold interruption halted him mid-sentence. “It’s insulting enough this has been going on for so long.” He stilled. “How long have you been seeing her?”
The silence that followed seemed to swallow him. When he finally replied, his voice was meek. “Her name is Chrissy.”
He was attempting to humanise her, which infuriated Polly even more, but she kept her tone low and level. “Why would I care what her name is?”
“Because she’s important to me.” He straightened slightly, some ill-found pride stiffening his spine. “She’s expecting a girl.” 
“I’m hardly going to congratulate you when you’ve been screwing around behind my back for months.”
“Three years. Actually.” 
Polly’s mouth fell open in astonishment. 
A year she could wrap her head around. Work was remorseless, consuming her time as business recovered post-Covid. She admitted she was distracted. But three years? That meant they’d been together since before Dave had taken Polly to Spain, and their romantic long weekend in the Hunter Valley. Three years was before discussions of buying a lifestyle block up the coast and updating their wills. Three years wasn’t a lie borne of an ill-conceived liaison, a fling, or even an affair. Polly didn’t know what three years was, because suddenly she didn’t know what eleven years of marriage were.
“You never wanted kids,” he blurted into the uncomfortable silence. His words echoed in the marbled lobby, and a woman exiting the elevator cast a curious look at them as she rushed by. 
“What? Of course I want kids. I’ve never suggested kids weren’t… whenever I raise the subject, you avoid it.” Her tone was frosty as she folded her arms tight across her chest.
“You’re career-oriented, Polly—” 
“Don’t!” Anger from that night on Kensington Street returned. “Don’t you dare!” She glared at him. Who had he been sitting with? A woman ten years younger than her, a pretty blond thing. Was that what he wanted? Someone to idolise him, pop out babies, and wait at home with his slippers? Polly earned just as much as him. Her job title suggested more seniority, and sometimes she outshone him at the dinner parties he paraded her at. Could his ego no longer tolerate her successes when his were slower to accumulate? Three years. Around the time of her last promotion. “You’re not blaming me for your infidelity. I’ve always been clear about our future. That we’d eventually have a family.”
“You’re not that kind of woman, Polly.” He took another step forward, his smile placating, as though trying to convince her of a truth they both knew was at the root of their problems. “I knew that when we met. For a while, that was okay. But I want a future, Polly, a family to come home to. I don’t think you’ve ever wanted that. Not as much as you want your career.” 
“Don’t tell me what I want. And don’t you dare try to make this my fault. You’ve built a life with someone else behind my back, for god’s sake! You’re not walking away scot-free.”
“We want different things, Poll.” 
“Bullshit,” she fumed. 
“You don’t need me. I’m not sure you even respect me,” he whined, looking bruised. He’d never been more unattractive. 
“Oh, god.” Who had she been married to for the past decade? “That’s what you need? Some pretty blond twenty-something to adore you and fluff your ego?”
“At least I know I’m important to her.” 
Polly squinted, then looked away to collect her thoughts. She could see where this was going. Long monologues of recrimination. She didn’t care enough, wasn’t supportive enough or interested enough in him; he had to compete for time, space and oxygen; that, god forbid, she was accomplished, and he felt emasculated. Despite his pretensions, he was that guy. She frowned, looking him up and down, discouraged as she recognised the man she’d unwittingly married. “I’ll pack your things and have them delivered to your office. The lawyers can sort out the rest.”
His face fell, but an instant later, pique curled his lip. “And there you go,” he criticised. “Moving on as though I don’t matter.” 
Polly’s eyebrows drew together in disbelief. “What do you want me to say?” 
“Fight for us!” 
“Why?” She shook her head in genuine confusion. Surely he wasn’t so arrogant as to think she’d tolerate his behaviour? “This isn’t Utah, Dave. I won’t be sister-wives with your pregnant girlfriend. And I certainly won’t tell you to choose me over her. She’s pregnant, for god’s sake. If you’re looking to have your ego polished, go home to her.” Disgust twisted her lips into a thin line. 
“So that’s it? We’re over?”
“Good lord. You’re really asking me that? You’ve been seeing someone outside our marriage for three years. She’s about to have your child, and you’re not sure we’re over? How have I not seen how self-involved you are?” With an incredulous huff, Polly spun around and stalked to the door, grappling with her rekindled fury. 
“You’re doing this, Polly! This is on you!”
“Whatever you need to tell yourself, Dave,” she called, not bothering to look back as she thrust the door open. 
On the street, hot air hit her, stealing her breath, and Polly stopped in a vain attempt to pull herself together. Dave’s stunning admission left her disoriented, and now she was at a loss. Part of her had hoped he’d laugh and say she was being absurd, that he’d faultlessly explain Kensington Street away. But of course, that hadn’t happened. Instead, she was left with the truth. 
Dazed, she drifted the streets, her mind racing as she dissected her marriage in a fruitless effort to understand where things had gone wrong, how she had overlooked his infidelity, and how this was now her life. She had become someone a man would cheat on. 
It was nearly six when the sting of her heel made her stop. 
“Damn it,” she grumbled, shaking off her malaise. Her phone showed seven missed calls—work, clients, her boss. And Dave. With a growl, Polly shoved it back in her bag, straightened her shirt, and turned towards to the QVB. As the evening light waned, she wondered what in the world she was supposed to do next. 



Chapter 3
Run for the hills
SATURDAY MORNING FOUND POLLY sitting at the water’s edge at Milson’s Point. With her heel heavily bandaged, she’d hobbled to the park for sunrise. Sleep had eluded her, lost to rampant thoughts and internal arguments with Dave. By five a.m. she couldn’t tolerate herself anymore and abandoned the apartment. 
As she took in the Harbour Bridge and city skyline, she found herself thinking again of Dave and the second life he had hidden from her in that city. His deceit was infuriating, and she berated herself for being so unaware. How had this become her life? 
Objectively speaking, Polly had nothing to complain about. Apart from this newly revealed variant of Dave, she should be happy. Her career was flourishing, despite international contract law being the last kind she had ever wanted to practise. And definitely not for a global conglomerate with poor ethics and an over-inflated profit motive. Still, she was successful, the in-house counsel for Europe and North Africa. Surely that was enviable. She and Dave lived in an upmarket apartment in Kirribilli, a stone’s throw from a city with world-renowned harbour views. It wasn’t the house with a big backyard for a dog and kids, but they were too busy for that, so the apartment was fine, she supposed. And friends. She still had friends at work. And Dave, and Dave’s colleagues. Who discussed rhinoplasties and ACL repairs, and why the female surgeons lacked the ambition or commitment needed to be high performers. But they were good friends, she thought. 
As a ferry rolled by, its bow tipping into the swell to throw up a burst of spume, Polly ticked through her friends for someone to call, someone she could trust with ears to listen and a compassionate nod. But she came up short. Her shoulders drooped. She couldn’t tell Dave’s friends what was happening, and any friends that weren’t his weren’t ones she could comfortably reveal that her husband was a lousy, sneaky, creeping cheat. 
A woman walked past, her well-groomed cavoodle trotting happily alongside. Polly returned her bright morning smile with a half-hearted effort. She’d probably have better luck eliciting sympathy from a stranger in the park than her Sydney circle. The only people she could think of whose sympathies she might garner were her mother and Mari. 
Mari. 
Her childhood friend hadn’t come to mind in years, and she frowned. Why on earth would she think of Mari Llewelyn now? She could just imagine the side-eye Mari would give her at this news, the way her lips would quirk, the wise cracks she would make, and how tightly she would hug her in consolation. A warm, uncomfortable flush spread through her and she shoved Mari’s memory aside. 

With a notebook and her laptop in a bag, Polly made for the local corner cafe. It was early when she entered, with plenty of unoccupied tables. Normally, she wouldn’t risk the weekend manager’s wrath by pulling her laptop out, but this was no normal Saturday. Let them whine. She was spoiling for a fight. 
As her Mac chimed to life, she scribbled a list of tasks in her notebook, a quick brain dump of next steps. When her long black arrived, she paused to skim over what she’d written, stunned by the direction of her thinking. 
 • Pack Dave’s clothes/things
 • Find removalist
 • Message Claire for divorce lawyer details
 • Text mum - update
 • Resign 
 • Book tickets home
“Shit,” she whispered, slumping forward to rest her chin on her knuckles. It looked so final. 
A queue was forming at the cafe door, weekend die-hards and middle-aged men in lycra lingering, craving their first caffeine hit, impatient eyes scanning for tables with empty coffee cups and bare plates. Her avocado on toast appeared, and she ate slowly as tables turned over and chatter grew. This was her and Dave’s usual Saturday morning haunt—well, when he wasn’t ‘away’ for the weekend. She’d assumed they belonged here, but gazing around, she realised she could have been anyone. No one looked forward to her arrival or missed her presence. Dave was the glue that kept her in Kirribilli, in Sydney. Without him, what reason did she have to stay? 
Polly had moved to Sydney a year after completing her Solicitor’s Qualifying Exams. Born and raised in Winchester, she’d grown up in the South of England, and had planned to conquer the world from Hampshire with her incorrigible best friend. She hadn’t contemplated moving elsewhere, least of all to Sydney. But when a recruiter had propositioned her in a London bar one night, he had quickly sold her on the dream of escaping the gruelling loneliness of junior solicitor work for golden sands and endless sunshine. At the time, there had been little holding her in England. After her father’s passing, her younger brother consumed her mother’s attention, and her best friend Mari moved away, taking their environmental justice dreams with her. Sydney had represented a fresh start. 
She’d met Dave within a year. A brash, ambitious surgeon six months into his orthopedics specialty, he daydreamed about travelling, a home in the Hunter Valley, and how they’d be the quintessential power-couple—a surgeon and a lawyer. He’d wooed her, bedazzling her with grand ideas and grander pretensions. He had a plan, and she’d needed a plan when she no longer had one of her own. She’d been drinking the Kool-Aid ever since. 
Why she’d found his careerism so attractive, she didn’t know. Perhaps it was because it was so contrary to the plans she and Mari had concocted in sleepy Winchester. They’d enrolled in law with aspirations of battling environmental polluters around the globe. A logical outcome after endless Sunday afternoons listening to Mari’s dad bemoan the English countryside’s degradation and the emerging impacts of climate change. Only Mari’s boundless optimism had kept Polly off anti-depressants. Joined at the hip, they’d channelled their rage into protests and academic pathways, delighting Mari’s father and horrifying Polly’s mother. God only knew what Mari was doing now, but Polly doubted it entailed working for the devil in one of the most environmentally irresponsible countries on the planet. 
She missed England, mostly because she knew herself there. In Australia, she wasn’t so sure. 
As she sipped her second coffee, Polly blamed Dave. That wretched, snivelling arse had conned her into a life her younger self would cringe at. Wealth and notoriety had never been her thing. She’d certainly never wanted to spend her evenings at medical conference mixers with a man who traded on her accomplishments to elevate his own. Too often she came home feeling like he’d peddled her reputation to ensure his career progression. Not that she hadn’t profited from a successful husband. He represented the requisite benign conformity. Married to a handsome surgeon, she was emotionally available enough to nurse the fragile egos of her male colleagues without threatening their possessive wives. With a grunt of resignation, Polly knew they used each other in that regard. 
As for the rest, she was just so damned busy grinding at her career to notice the deteriorating substance of their marriage and its transformation from genuine care to some sort of transactional agreement. So much of what they did together these days was connected to work—his and hers. If she blamed Dave for her current situation, she’d have to blame herself right along with him. The realisation was disquieting and Polly’s anger deflated, but it didn’t temper her resentment. He’d gone off and made himself happy with someone else while she toiled on, miserably assuming this was her lot. She felt cheated.
But what she didn’t feel was heartbroken. Surely she was meant to be sobbing on the floor of their apartment by now. She loved Dave, or had once, and they had forged a life together. She should be devastated. But she wasn’t. She was overwhelmingly relieved, and that felt peculiar. Perhaps grief would come later. Right now, she needed to extricate herself from Dave’s melodrama.
“Fuck it,” she muttered through gritted teeth. 
Her fingers flew over the keyboard as she typed an email to HR. Four short lines. 
   
To: Martin Williams
From: Polly McAllister
Date: Saturday, 12 August, 2023, 09:28:17 AEST
Subject: Resignation
Hi, Martin,
Apologies for doing this being by email. I’m tendering my resignation, effective immediately. Notice period in holiday leave, starting Monday. I know it’s bad timing, but circumstances are unavoidable. 
P.   
Her gaze was fixed on the screen, her heart beating in synchrony with the flashing cursor. “What am I doing?” As she looked around their local cafe, a thought struck her—had Dave brought his paramour there? He’d taken her to Kensington, after all. Polly attended conferences out of town. Did Dave screw his pretty blond in their bed when she was away, then bring her down for coffee? 
Polly locked eyes with a server and wondered if the young woman recognised her, knew who her spouse was, had served the illicit lovers and now regarded her with pity. It was a sickening thought quickly followed by the realisation half of Sydney probably knew what her husband was up to. Humiliation burned. 
Scowling, she clicked send. What should have been terrifying instead felt electric, and Polly sucked on her bottom lip. She’d just quit her job of eight years, one she lost sleep over and compromised her values to gain traction in. Yet quitting was a staggering relief. 
“Hmph,” she grunted, dumbfounded. She closed her laptop and let her shoulders sag, the weight of her responsibilities suddenly gone. It was an odd sensation. She hadn’t felt this unencumbered since her university days.
But there were other things to do. Polly opened her phone and pulled up Claire’s message thread. They hadn’t talked since Claire split from her husband, Alan, the year before. An acrimonious, dirty divorce that had demanded a display of loyalty from Polly on Dave’s behalf. She’d been instructed to sever ties with the senior surgeon’s soon-to-be ex-wife, because Claire was being a bitch about the divorce proceedings. According to Dave. Polly and Claire had been friends for years, regularly catching up to lament their husbands’ workloads and absences over too much red wine. They’d lunched only a few weeks before—their usual monthly arrangement—so both the revelation and request had been shocking. But the way Dave described things… well, Polly willingly stayed far away from the whole thing. She’d lacked the emotional bandwidth to insist on supporting her friend at the time, but it didn’t stop her feeling guilty about vanishing without a word. Now, texting Claire for her divorce lawyer’s contact details felt shitty. Maybe it would be her mea culpa. If Claire bothered to reply. 

Polly didn’t hear from Claire until late morning. She was elbow-deep in Dave’s clothes, piles of suits and shirts and tighty-whities stacked on the bed. He had so much stuff. She’d need to hire someone to deliver it all. The couple of suitcases she’d Uber-ed to him hours ago hardly dented the surface. 
“Polly? Hi.” 
Polly walked into the kitchen, propped her mobile on the counter, and tapped the speaker. “Claire. How are you?”
“Ah, yeah. I’m fine.” Claire sounded uncertain. An awkward silence followed. 
With a deep breath, Polly plunged in. “I owe you an apology, Claire. I should have called you months ago. In fact, I should never have not called you. I’m really sorry. It was such a—”
“Don’t apologise, Polly. Dave and Alan are thick as thieves. I could hardly expect you to side with me.” 
“That’s no excuse.” Polly sighed, pulling out a bar stool. With her elbows on the bench top, she propped her chin in her hands and wondered what Claire really thought of her. She would hardly blame her if it was uncomplimentary. “How are you doing? Really?”
“Better, believe it or not.” Claire’s chuckle sounded genuine. “It’s taken a while to get the custody arrangements sorted, and honestly, the girls hate it. They have to deal with the new wife and weekends are all about her. But at least Alan’s preoccupied. He’s finally leaving me alone.”
Polly had forgotten Alan had remarried quickly after flicking off his second wife. Dave had been his best man, but Polly had avoided the wedding. She’d never been so grateful for a law conference. “Jesus, that sounds awful.” 
“It’s always going to be awful, Polly. Be glad you don’t have kids.” Elephants loomed large. Neither of them filled the void for what seemed an eternity, then… “It’s Christine Fagan, isn’t it?”
Polly felt the blood drain from her cheeks. 
“I’ve been wanting to call you,” Claire continued, breaking the uneasy silence. “When I found out about Alan, I… my lawyer’s investigator had photos of the four of them together. Alan and Sandy, Dave and Christine.”
“Chrissy,” Polly mumbled, anger and humiliation closing her throat over. “She’s pregnant.” 
“Yeah.” Claire huffed down the phone. “I know it won’t make you feel better, but trust me, when that little demon pops out, Dave is going to regret screwing around on you. Christine… Well, let’s just say her reputation precedes her. Dave won’t be getting a free ride when it comes to smelly nappies and midnight feeds.” 
Dave’s worst nightmare. He was selfish with his time. After years of battling over who handled his dry cleaning and unpacked the dishwasher, they’d ended up air-tasking half their life to avoid the arguments. She couldn’t envision him rolling his sleeves up to handle poopy backsides at two a.m. Still, the Dave she was married to was not the one about to become a father.
“I can send through the collateral pack from my lawyer’s investigator. I’ll need to get sign off, but if you go with Michael, I don’t imagine he’ll charge you for it. Alan was such a monumental prick during the settlement, he’s got a bone to pick.” 
Polly fidgeted with her wedding ring, suddenly faced with the grim reality of the next distasteful steps. “Is he good?” she asked, not sure what else to say. 
“Hell, yeah.” Claire’s laugh was both unsettling and reassuring. “He’s expensive, but he’s worth it. And Dave is worth a packet, right? What share does he have in the practice now? Twenty-five per cent?”
“I… fifteen, is what he told me.” She frowned, perturbed by Claire’s confident declaration of her husband’s financial position, revealing yet another well-kept secret.
“Hmmm, well, Michael will get the full story. He loves chasing down guys who try to screw over their oblivious wives.”
Was she an oblivious wife? Polly definitely felt like a stupid one. What else had Dave lied about? 
“What are you doing right now?”
“Packing Dave’s stuff,” she replied, her brows pinching together.
“Want a hand?”



Chapter 4
Too many home truths 
CLAIRE ARRIVED HALF AN hour later. Dressed in Lululemon from head to toe, her sun-bleached blond hair tied into a high ponytail, she was ready for business as she strode through the door. Before Polly could blink, she was pulled into a fierce embrace. It took her a second to realise how much she needed human consolation, and she gripped her a little too tightly. 
“Okay, buck up, buttercup. You’re no snowflake.” Claire held her at arm’s length, her netball-coach motherly sternness fixed in place. “I have wine. We just need loud, angry music.”
Her neighbours must have wondered what was going on when Courtney Barnett’s I’m not your mother, I’m not your bitch started screaming from the open windows. But it was the perfect anthem as they launched into some merciless culling. Claire sang along at the top of her lungs as they yanked the remnants of Dave’s clothes from their built-in wardrobes. Beyond motivated, she spurred Polly on, messing her tidy piles and stuffing his things in large black plastic bags. In less than an hour, they’d stripped Dave’s presence from the master bedroom, a small mountain of bagged possessions heaped on the balcony. 
With her hands on her hips, Polly surveyed the room. It felt oddly cleansed, but relatively unchanged. Dave’s bland personality was freakishly evident in the lack of footprint he left in their most personal space. 
“Good start” Emptying the last of the wine into Polly’s glass, she toasted their efforts. “Next?” 
Unexpected laughter and shallow delight marked their afternoon as they found more of Dave’s precious possessions to toss into bags without hesitation. 
“Good lord, he has so much moisturiser!” Claire snorted as she emptied the final bathroom drawer. “I know he’s pretty, but this is ridiculous.”
“I always thought he should have been in plastics.” Polly smirked. 
“More money in bones. Oh, did you hear the practice has a handshake deal with the AFL? You’ve picked a great time to file. You’ll come out of this with a very nice nest egg.”
Polly’s stomach lurched, bringing her back to reality. She sat on the bathtub’s edge, her shoulders heavy, feeling sorry for herself. “Why did he do this, Claire? What’s so wrong with the life we built?”
Claire perched beside her and lent against her. “Nothing.” She gave her a nudge. “Dave is… he’s your husband. You know who he is. Are you really surprised?” Polly’s eyebrows shot up, and she gawked, startled by Claire’s lack of sympathy. “I’m not trying to be mean, Polly. I just don’t want you thinking this is somehow your fault. He did this. He made the choice to screw around on you. It doesn’t matter if you were both miserable and your marriage was in the toilet. He cheated. That’s the choice he made. He didn’t tell you he was unhappy. He didn’t suggest counselling. He stuck his dick in someone else. That’s how he solved whatever issues you two have. You can’t sugarcoat that. And it should make you angry. You’re going to need that to get through. If Dave is anything like Alan, things’ll get nasty, and he’ll try to make this your fault when it’s not. So, stop buying his bullshit, Polly. You’re smarter than that.” Before she could disagree, Claire pressed on. “C’mon, let’s call Michael. He needs to hit the ground running on Monday.” 
Polly opened her mouth to object, but Claire dragged her to her feet, into the kitchen and her onto a barstool. She rang Michael and put the call on speaker. 
“Hey Claire, what can I do for you? What’s Alan been up to now?” 
“Hi Michael. No, I’m all good. Do you remember the woman I told you about, the one I mentioned when you gave me the dinner photo?”
“Dinner… oh, Alan and Sandy, and his partner and… damn, what was her name?”
“Christine Fagan.”
“Yes! Yeah, sorry, what woman?”
“I said if Dave’s wife ever finds out about this, she’s going to be pissed.” 
“Ha, okay. No, I don’t remember. Anyway, what about her?”
“She’s pissed.” 

By the end of the call, even Claire looked exhausted. Michael quizzed Polly about every aspect of her life with Dave and everything she knew about his second relationship. Depressingly, he corrected her far too often. Dave’s description of his financial position and ortho practice differed significantly from what Michael had uncovered during Claire’s divorce. And as for Chrissy? If a woman could be cuckolded, Polly was that person. She felt sick, and Claire looked demoralised. 
As the sun dipped and the apartment cooled, Michael asked the deciding question. “What do you want out of this, Polly? What outcome are you after?”
“I’m not sure.” She glanced sideways at her friend. “I’ve resigned from my job.”
“What?” Claire barked.
“I think I just need to leave.”
“Sydney?” Michael asked.
“Australia.” Claire gasped. Polly offered a half smile. She wasn’t entirely sure where the idea had come from, but now she’d voiced it, the pull home was undeniable. She’d listed plane tickets because she needed a break, but sitting there, she understood the impulse was more fundamental. “This isn’t my home, Claire.” She released a weighty sigh. The day had been full of revelations. 
“It’s just an apartment, Polly. You can buy whatever you want once the settlement…”
“Australia’s not my home. I love it here, don’t get me wrong, but I think if I’m being honest, Sydney has always been temporary. I need to go home. I need to work out who I am again, without Dave, and my job, and all of this.” She gestured towards the city skyline, visible beyond her balcony. 
“Shit,” Claire muttered, pouting glumly. “I just got my friend back.”
“Oh.” Polly gripped her hands with genuine affection. “What do I need to be here for, Michael? Can you do this without me being around?”
“Sure.” He paused. “I just need to be clear about what you’re after. A quick settlement, or some justice?” 
“Hmm.” Astonishment flashed across Polly’s features. “You know, it’s been a while since I’ve been involved in anything just.”
“Justice it is, then. Not being here will probably be a good thing in the interim. Husbands tend to harass wives who go after their fair share. But you’ll need to come back at some point. Having you in the room if we end up in mediation will help win us a decent settlement. If it goes to court, you’ll definitely need to be here.” 
“Okay. I can do that.” 

After Claire left, Polly brewed some tea and retreated to the balcony to watch the evening draw to a close. Flushes of colour scattered across the sky, turning smoky blues to soft vermilions. Traffic droned a dozen stories below, a ceaseless background hum to her Sydney life, and a marked contrast to the still Winchester evenings of her childhood. 
Home. 
A long sigh escaped her, followed by a wave of tiredness. She hadn’t grasped how exhausting life with Dave was until she’d decided to move on. Being married to him meant scaffolding his career, his life, while she held herself together with spit and tenacity, her own dreams and ambitions an after-thought. So much of her life was committed to being with Dave and building a life of his design. Behind him she stood, resolute, charting a course for her entitled husband while nobody had her back. Dave’s successes were all-consuming burdens she couldn’t fathom life without. But she was keen to find out.
Fear flushed through her, and she gulped a mouthful of tea. Casting it aside was monumental. Directionless, she watched the sun set, her thoughts whirling aimlessly. 
“I’ve done this before,” she told herself, squaring her shoulders in the waning light. 



Chapter 5
You can't please everyone 
MONDAY CAME TOO SOON, bringing with it a panicked call from Martin. After almost an hour and a half of back and forth, he eventually wheedled a compromise from her in the form of a sabbatical. That would have to suffice for now. When the call ended, Polly turned her phone off. Despite detesting Dave for his narcissism, she was almost grateful—he’d inadvertently galvanised her to quit a job that had been wearing away at her for years. Leaving was precisely the right thing to do. Martin's attempts to unwind her decision had confirmed that. Straightening her spine, she shook her hair off her shoulders and lifted her chin in defiance. 
Her heel barked as she untucked her legs and climbed off the couch. In spite of her best efforts, the blister had deteriorated into a weeping sore that needed medical attention. At least a doctor’s visit would get her away from the mound of Dave’s bagged clothes. 
Thirty minutes later, she hobbled onto the street, her heel properly dressed and a prescription for antibiotics in her pocket, ready to tackle the day. There were plane tickets to book, bags to pack, a pickup service to organise for the rest of Dave’s things, and her mother to call. Her stride lost its spring at the thought of informing Rosemary about this latest turn of events. Opting for the easy option, Polly nipped into her local coffee shop for a long black and some travel booking. 
Midday ticked past. When her fourth coffee arrived, she mustered the courage to message her mother. It was the dead of night in Southampton, so she had a few hours’ grace before having to justify why she was coming home. She could almost hear Rosemary’s sighs and judgemental tone. Reasons she had left the UK were reemerging, and she wondered whether her spontaneous exit from Sydney was wise. 
Despite the pending call, Polly tried to enjoy her sudden freedom. Sydney was turning on a show, a glorious autumnal day with clear skies and no wind. She spent the afternoon hopping ferries between Milson’s Point and wherever the next ferry was heading. 
Her mother’s message buzzed as Polly navigated Circular Quay’s evening afternoon rush hour foot traffic. Rosemary’s text was abrupt in its brevity and Polly thought better of waiting until she was home to call. She found a spot to sit outside the MCA gallery, mustered her courage, and rang. 
“Polly? Hello, love. This is a funny time for you to call. And you’re coming home? Is everything all right?” Her mother’s tone was concerned but chirpy and hope lifted Polly’s spirits slightly.
“Hi mum.” How to break the news? She loved her mother, despite their frequent lack of common understanding. Polly found her rigidity stifling but worked to rise above. Rosemary had made hard decisions to keep them above the breadline when Polly was a teenager, decisions that had earned Polly’s loyalty despite Rosemary’s sanctimony. “I’m coming home for a while.”
“Yes, love. But why?”
Drawing a deep breath, Polly dove in. “Things with Dave… I’m leaving him. And Australia. At least for now.” The silence that followed was pregnant with her mother’s opprobrium. She could visualise Rosemary’s frown from Circular Quay, the line between her brows deepening as she scowled, her grip on the phone tightening. 
“Why would David leave you? What did you do?” 
Polly blanched, the criticism a painful barb. “I didn’t do anything, mum. And I’m leaving him, not the other way round. He’s been having an affair, and—”
“But why would he do that? Men never leave unless they’re pushed to, love.”
Polly’s face slackened in shock. “I think a lot of men cheat because they can,” she replied, struggling to contain her fury. “Dave is no different.”
“I don’t understand, Polly. Why would David have an affair? He’s a kind man. He’s seems very devoted to you.” Rosemary had met Dave only twice, and hadn’t been that impressed either time, making this sudden swing in opinion exasperating. “He’s running a successful business. He’s a doctor.”
“None of those things automatically make him a good person.” Polly glimpsed the woman seated next to her from the corner of her eye. Her expression was kind but overtly curious, and Polly gave her a dead smile as she got up and wandered away. “It’s a lot, mum, the news of… the woman he’s seeing is pregnant. Anyway, even if she wasn’t, the fact he’s seeing someone outside our marriage is enough. I’ve hired a lawyer.”
“Surely you two can talk it through.”
“She’s pregnant.”
“Well, you can work that out.” 
Polly rolled her eyes and sighed down the phone. “Mum.”
“Young people throw their marriages away for the silliest of reasons. It’s on the news here. All these young people getting divorced after being married for five minutes. Marriage is for life, Polly. It’s hard. You have to work at it. It's commitment. Look at your father and me. He wasn’t perfect. Neither am I. But we worked to stay together, to raise you and Stephen to be good people. To stick to your commitments, not throw them away when times get difficult.”
“That’s not what’s happening here, mum.”
“I just think that when you commit to someone and marry them, it’s not something you leave when you’ve had enough. Marriage is for life.”
“If that was the case, mum, they wouldn’t have invented divorce. Or justifiable homicide.”
“Polly Victoria!” 
Polly stopped under the shadow of a cruise ship moored at the Quay. It towered over her, blocking the late afternoon sun. As she watched it belch dirty diesel into the clear Sydney sky, she wondered how long she would be able to tolerate her mother’s brittleness once she was back in Southampton. 
“Polly?”
“Sorry, mum.” She grimaced as she moved back into the sun. “Maybe we can talk about this when I get there?”
“How long will you be staying?” 
Something in her tone made Polly draw up short. “I’m not sure. A while, maybe.” She hesitated. “Is that a problem?” It hadn’t occurred to her Rosemary wouldn’t have the time or space to accommodate her. The family home was a big old semi-detached, with room enough for a soccer team. 
“Your job must be expecting you back. Your work is too important to leave for long.”
“I quit.” This time, the silence was leaden. 
Then, “Oh Polly.” The disappointment was palpable. “Why would you do that?” 
“I just want to come home, mum. I’m tired. It’s been a lot. This time last week my life was fine. Now, I don’t know which way is up. I need some time to work out what to do next, and to catch my breath. Without the pressure of having to deal with obligations I don’t care about.” The last words came out as a croak.
“Okay, my love.” Rosemary’s words were a gentle whisper. Polly seldom heard her mother sound so kind. “You come home. We can talk about it when you’re here and work out what to do. Maybe a little time apart will give David time to solve his problems. Then you can fix all this.” Polly’s optimism crumbled as her mother defaulted to her biased preconceptions. 
“Thanks mum,” she muttered. “I land about two on Friday. I’ll jump a train, so I should be home by six?”
“Shall I cook us a late tea, love?”
“That’d be nice, mum.”
“Your favourite?”
Polly smiled, tears welling. “Yeah.” 



Chapter 6
Hindsight and all its benefits 
POLLY SPENT THE REST of the week tidying up her affairs. Much to her disgust, Michael had instructed her to unbag Dave’s clothes and carefully repack them in suitcases and boxes to avoid a black mark in her divorce column. It pricked her ego that Dave could access the full gambit of moral failures relatively cost-free, but she was denied even the slightest display of resentment or malice, no matter how justified. When she restored his possessions to their places around the apartment, she flipped any photo of him face down. Even her affability had its limits. 
It took another day to stock-take their assets, photograph and itemise their possessions, review their bank accounts, separate off her funds, find deeds, share portfolios, retirement fund statements. All the while ignoring her phone. Word was getting around, and her messages were filling up with queries and check-ins. She had energy for none of it and was becoming increasingly pleased to be leaving the country. Distance would save her the indignities the overlap of their lives revealed as she disentangled herself from him. 

It wasn’t until Thursday night that she had Claire over. A farewell sealed with takeout from her local Thai and one of Dave’s prized Merlots. But Polly had ulterior motives. Besides her unwillingness to face the last night in her apartment alone and sober, Dave had called and left a lengthy voicemail. She’d need another angry ex-wife with her to listen to it. 
When Claire arrived, Polly was already halfway through her first bottle of over-priced red. 
“Oh, what happened here?” Claire’s eyes swept the lounge, surveying the return of everything Michael had insisted Polly put back. 
“Doing as I’m told,” she grumbled, handing her friend a generous pour of wine. “Did you have to do this good wife bullshit when you and Alan split?”
“Yeah.” Claire gave a dramatic eye roll before slumping onto the couch. “He was insufferable. He’d show up at the house whenever he felt like it to collect some random crap. Or he’d not collect the girls, which was just awful for them.” She shook her head. “As much as I’m pissed you’re leaving Sydney, not being here is probably the best thing you can do for your sanity.”
“Hmmm.” Polly sat beside her and tucked her feet under her. “I’m happy to be heading home for a bit, but honestly, I have no idea what I’m going to do.” 
“You’ll work it out. You’re too smart to let that prick get one over on you.”
Polly’s laugh cut across the room. “And yet, here I am.” She sighed morosely. “How did I not know, Claire? Honestly. What the hell is wrong with me that the man I’m married to can have an affair with a twelve-year-old for three bloody years and I’m none the wiser? What does that say about me?”
“That you’re trusting.” Claire shrugged. “We all are until we’re not.” 
“I’m a lawyer. I’m not supposed to get duped. We’re meant to have a nose for sniffing this shit out.”
Claire cocked an eyebrow and pouted. “Don’t beat yourself up. Women smarter than you have been cheated on by guys dumber than Dave. Tale as old as time, right?”
The intercom buzzed. Polly set her glass down and jogged to the front door. The Door-dash guy stabbed at the intercom button again, then looked up at the camera with pixelated impatience. 
“On my way down,” Polly announced, grabbing her keys off the hook. 
As she rode the elevator to the foyer, she reflected on Claire’s comment. What made her so exceptional that she should have sniffed Dave out long ago? If she examined their life together with a fine-tooth comb—like Michael was doing—she would undoubtedly see a line of red flags stretching back into their past. It sickened Polly that she had failed to notice what now seemed perfectly obvious. She hoped it was simply the clarity of hindsight that made him look so awful. As for her own self-assessment, every revelation left her feeling even more gullible. 
As they ate their Thai and drank Dave’s wine, Claire regaled her with tales of her ex-husband’s infidelity and divorce misbehaviour. How Alan had considered her claims for half their assets ridiculous because she hadn’t worked since their daughters were born; that any child support he paid would subsidise her shopping addiction, not the girls’ upbringing; that she was an unfit mother. That had been the tipping point for Claire. Her softly-softly approach had gone up in flames. With that, Polly’s dislike for Alan increased exponentially, and she wondered how Claire had ended up married to him in the first place. She dared to ask.
“I know.” Claire sighed gloomily, swirling the rosé around before throwing back the last mouthful. “I ask myself that whenever he drops the girls off early, or they come home upset. How did I end up with someone who doesn’t care about crushing the feelings of two teenage girls?” She stuffed another forkful of Pad Thai into her mouth, seething as she chewed. “And the career stuff—jeez, that pissed me off. Did you know we met when my company was doing the clinic’s branding? Right at start-up? I was a new ad-associate. He wrecked that for me. They let me go for unprofessional conduct.”
“Christ,” Polly murmured. Claire hadn’t shared that nugget, despite all the years they had known each other. Her revelations had Polly feeling like she was getting off lightly by comparison. She’d never compromised her career for Dave, despite being his handbag at too many medical events. His sexism leaked out in other ways. 
“This is why I say you’re lucky you don’t have kids, Pollz. You didn’t have to give anything up to make sure his career didn’t suffer, and there aren’t other people in the crossfire. I could have taken Alan leaving me for a younger woman if I didn’t have the girls. I would have swallowed my pride and put it down to him being a jerk. But he uses the kids as pawns, and I can’t respect that. Who knew he was such a wanker? He’s a stranger to me, frankly.” 
“I look at Dave and he’s still the same guy, just with the bonus of being a cheating arsehole. He’s not a whole other person for me yet.”
“Trust me, you’ll get there. Give him time. We need more wine.” 
“We do.” Polly groaned, remembering why she’d invited Claire over. “And I need you to listen to a voicemail with me.”
“From?”
“Dave. Who else?”
“Then we need something really expensive.” 
Polly’s expression brightened. “I have just the thing!” She sprung to her feet and fished a Chateau Latour 2000 from Dave’s custom-built, climate-controlled wine cupboard. “This was a wedding gift, if you can believe it. So bloody pretentious. We’ve never dared drink it—nothing has warranted the fifteen-hundred-dollar price tag. But this feels like the perfect occasion to crack it open.” She tore the seal off and started on the cork. “I can’t wait to get on a plane tomorrow and leave all this behind for a while.” 
“I’m unhappy about that.” Claire pursed her lips as she held her glass up for a refill.
“It’s all I can do to walk around Kirribilli right now, Claire. I just… I feel like everyone knows and they’re looking at me like I’m an idiot. I know that’s probably not the case, but he was wining and dining her in bloody Kensington. That’s only ten minutes from work.” 
“I can’t argue with that. I’d be surprised if the clinic staff don’t know about Chrissy.”
“Christ, how many conferences have I gone to where I’ve schmoozed these people?” She snorted in disgust and humiliation. Flipping her phone over, she swiped it open and quickly tapped his voicemail. “Okay, let’s see what Dave the arse has to say.”
“Polly. Thanks for my clothes, but I need some other things. Can you send over my MacBook, my passport and my folder of personal documents in my office. You’ll find them in the bottom draw of my desk. There’s also a folder marked…” And on he rambled for four minutes and twenty-six seconds. Claire and Polly sat through his dictation, mouths open, wine forgotten. “Can you send it all to the clinic? I need it by tomorrow afternoon at the latest. All right, thanks Poll.” 
“What?” Claire squawked. “Oh my god! Who the hell does he think you are?” 
Polly slumped back into the sofa. It wasn’t his tone so much as the items he requested that caught her attention. Passport, deeds, his old wallet with cards to his emergency bank accounts. He was gearing up, and quickly. She pressed the tip of her tongue against her top teeth, thinking through her options. 
“Well, you’re not doing any of that,” Claire huffed. 
“No, but if I don’t, he’ll have to come here.” She realised she hadn’t thought about what she was leaving behind when she left for England—her personal documents, all unsecured, her most prized memories in photo frames, all within his grasp. “Shit,” she groaned, sitting forward to rest her head in her hands. “Can I give you some of my personal effects? For safe keeping?”

Polly’s original plan had been to pack her bags, empty the fridge and head to the airport for a sedate hour in the Qantas Club lounge. Instead, she was up early, sorting through personal papers with a pounding hangover. Downing coffee and painkillers, she set to, separating documents into files so Claire could find things for Michael, wrapping framed photos and heirlooms in hand towels and boxing them for safekeeping. 
It was a painful morning spent deciding what to leave with Claire and what to let go. Did she hang onto the photos of her and Dave in the Rockies where they had lost their picnic to a bear? Or the pair of Zalto Denk’Art gin glasses they’d bought from the factory in northern Austria, glasses she loved, that were an essential part of her daily ritual—a gin on the balcony at sunset. The jewellery he had bought her over the years. This was what she had hoped to avoid, the forensic examination of their life together, one that demanded a re-authoring so many moments because she now knew this side of him. The earrings she wore were a gift after a medical symposium in Greece a year ago. Tiny gold faces—the mask of Agamemnon, he’d told her. Bought from a local goldsmith in Athens. Had he even gone to Greece? If so, what had he bought Christine? Supposedly, Alan and two other specialists from the clinic had helped him pick what to buy. Had they laughed as they’d decided what would keep Polly happy and make Christine wet? 
She tugged them off and dropped them on the coffee table.



Chapter 7
A homecoming... of sorts 
THE FLIGHT FROM SYDNEY to London was as horrid as ever, made more insufferable by a repulsive display of entitlement from the man seated next to her in business class. His first post-COVID flight, it seemed he couldn’t help himself, ordering the cabin crew around while insisting on telling her how important he was, how the world changed direction because of his acumen, that she ought to pay attention to him, that he could make her rich, or wanted, or younger. Polly couldn’t remember what he did. The thin white mark of a wedding ring recently removed hypnotised her. Was this how Dave operated? Canvasing travellers and cabin crew to determine if pocketing his wedding ring warranted the effort? When did it come off in the scheming of things? After four hours of incessant warbling, she finally asked him outright. 
“Are you recently divorced, or just planning on screwing around on your wife while you’re away?” His mouth dropped open, and a flight attendant nearby guffawed so hard she spilled a drink on another passenger. “You’ve taken your wedding band off,” Polly belaboured, holding up her own ringed hand. “So, I’m curious…” 
“I… I take it off when I fly.” An angry blush turned his neck an incriminating red. “My hands swell.”
“Right.” Polly nodded in understanding. “You should probably hydrate. That’s usually the cause.” With a flick of an eyebrow, she brushed her hair off her shoulders and settled back in her seat. 
He ignored her for the remainder of their leg to Dubai and did his best to avoid her as they boarded their connecting flight. When he realised they were seated together again, he asked to be moved. Cabin crew put him somewhere in economy. Left to her own company for the flight, Polly napped and watched movies, all the while absently twisting the ring on her finger. 

When she disembarked to a dull English afternoon, Polly’s head was no clearer, but she was back on British soil and glad to be immersed in the babble of a dozen different accents as she passed through security and customs. With her suitcase in tow, she navigated the anarchy of terminal three, heading for the train. She’d booked a ticket to Southampton on a whim, having completely forgotten the chaos of Heathrow. But the prospect of watching the countryside pass by for a few hours—well, mostly London suburbs and nearby towns until Reading—girded her loins for impatient tourists and pushy airport staff. 
Polly’s last visit to the UK had been pre-COVID—a lifetime ago. Like so many, her sense of time had warped with lockdowns and work from home arrangements, all the usual markers of life stripped away during the pandemic. Overseas holidays, concerts and theatre evenings, dinners and conferences, things that made memories to mark the weeks and months, had disappeared. Instead, she’d lived a lump of time, much of it alone or confined with a someone who had somehow lived two lives when most people struggled to live one. As the train whistled through Slough, she saw just how committed Dave had been to his affair to have maintained it through a global plague. Any doubts about leaving Sydney disappeared as the scenery flew by. 
But where Polly belonged now was another matter entirely. Southampton wasn’t really home. It was where her mother lived. She’d hated the place as a teen, mostly because her parents had uprooted her the year of her O levels, for reasons she had never nailed down. Winchester had bored her mother or was the wrong place for Stephen’s schooling. It was never the same story twice, which drove Polly crazy. For her, Winchester had been home and Mari and school. She knew who she was in Winchester. But Southampton? She had transferred to a new school with teens who were uninterested in her, and teachers who could not have cared less about her academic success. It was angry football weekends, the family safe at home when neighbouring Pompie played on Southampton soil. It was where her best friend wasn’t, and having to lie about her plans as she snuck onto buses to Winchester to spend precious hours with Mari whenever she could. The only reason Polly was on a train to Southampton now was because she didn’t know where else to go. 

The Uber to her mother’s home in Upper Shirley took her through streets full of memory. As the car pulled away from the station, Polly peered out the window at the old clock tower. How many Sundays had she stood in its shadows waiting for Mari’s arrival? It still held its own, despite the crop of high rises that had sprung up around it, grey and overbearing. 
In no time they were driving down Hill Lane, hemmed by red brick homes, their front gardens concreted in for parking. So little had changed. As the car skirted the Common, she watched locals strolling, enjoying the last of August’s warmth as light slanted through the oaks. King Edward’s private school flew past, then the Common’s old brick fence transitioned to hedgerows and houses, and suddenly she was nearly home. The two-story detached Tudor-style house that dominated the corner of Luccombe Street marked the final turn on her journey, a landmark of her teenage years, and point of no return between the freedom of school and uni and the oppression of home. Polly sighed in resignation, an old dread stirring.
Her mother’s house was only two doors down, giving Rosemary a clear view of comings and goings from her sitting room. She never missed a passer-by and was always ready when Polly stepped through the door. Her Uber slowed to pull into the driveway, and the corner of a net curtain pulled back just enough to permit an eye. Polly caught a flash of movement. Despite her earlier sentimentality, she squirmed. The front door swung open as she shimmied out of the car. 
“Hello, love,” Rosemary called, her eyes bright at the sight of her. 
Grabbing her bags, Polly rushed over to give her a hug. “Hi mum.” She kissed the top of her head. Rosemary’s arms around her waist felt thinner than her last visit, the strength of her grasp tinged with frailty. Polly hung on a little too long, and when finally she released her mother, Rosemary's cheeks damp with tears and eyes alight with happiness. 
“Bring your bag in, love,” her mother whispered. 

They spent a pleasant evening together, eating Rosemary’s famous fish pie and talking idly about goings on in the neighbourhood, what had to be done about the house, who in Rosemary’s knitting circle was letting the group down for their cancer charity knit-a-thon. She tread gently for reasons Polly couldn’t fathom, allowing her to get her bearings before any interrogations began. Or so Polly supposed. She looked shattered. On seeing her reflection in the mirror as she readied for bed, she marvelled at the dark circles under her eyes and the sunken pallor of her cheeks. She wasn’t sleeping well, but didn’t expect to see so much of the past week etched on her face. 
Regardless of her ambivalence about Southampton, being back under her mother’s roof provided a much-needed respite. Polly slept for nearly fourteen hours, a dead, dreamless sleep that left her stiff the next morning. It was midday when she finally made her way downstairs. 
Rosemary was pottering in the kitchen, making a ginger loaf as talkback radio rattled in the background. “Oh, you look much better.” She smiled as Polly padded to in and pulled out a kitchen chair. “Cup of tea?” She flicked the kettle on. “I thought we could catch the bus into town. Have a look around the shops.” 
Safe, neutral territory, Polly thought as she tugged her cardigan tight around her and tucked her feet up on the seat. “Anything you like, mum.”
“Are you hungry? I can heat some fish pie?” Rosemary was in caring mode, defaulting to mothering. She clearly had a lot to say but was holding her tongue in light of how worn thin Polly seemed. 
“Why don’t we get lunch in town? Some sunlight will help my jet lag, and we can have a treat,” Polly offered. Her mother wasn’t one to air her laundry in public, and she never said no to cake. 
Rosemary smiled broadly and kissed her forehead as she set a cup of tea in front of her. “That’d be lovely. And you can tell me about what’s going on with you and David.”

They caught a taxi into town and spent an hour wandering Maryland’s. The shopping centre was busy, Saturday morning crowds providing plenty of background chatter, making serious discussion almost impossible. By the time they arrived at the local Caffé Nero’s for tea and cake, Rosemary’s self-control was exhausted. They’d hardly sat down before the questions began.
“Right, love. Tell me what’s going on.” Her mother dug into her carrot cake, an expectant expression deepening the lines around her mouth.
Polly rubbed her brow, knowing there was no avoiding the topic. But how best to discuss the details of Dave’s infidelity to garner Rosemary’s sympathies? “I want to preface this by saying I’m not over-reacting.”
“This isn’t court, love.” 
Then why does this feel like an interrogation? Polly twitched under her mother’s gaze, pursed her lips and tried again. “I know, mum. I just don’t want you to think I made a rash decision.”
“You’ve left your husband, quit your job, and come home,” Rosemary admonished, her double chin clearly disparaging. The tap of her teaspoon against the edge of her cup made Polly flinch. 
“I suppose I did,” she muttered, pausing to smile stiffly as the coffee shop staff placed a lattice pastry on the table. “But not without good reason.” She was settling in to argue her case, her defences up. “He’s cheating, mum,” she continued matter-of-factly. “It’s not just an affair. It’s three years of invested time. Three years during a pandemic, which frankly takes a lot of planning to maintain. And let’s not forget she’s pregnant. Very pregnant. And he’s happy about that. He’s proud.”
“Well, that’s not surprising. He must want children.” 
Polly clenched her jaw at the implicit accusation. “I suppose he must. Just not with me.”
“He said that?” 
“He blamed me for that.”
“Well…”
“No.” She held up a silencing finger. Rosemary pouted but held her tongue. “I’m not being blamed for not having kids because I have a successful career. That’s on Dave as much as me. Any conversations we had about that never amounted to anything. He always said it wasn’t the right time for him, his priority was building the practice. So, no, that’s not just on me.” She scowled to herself as she tore a piece of pastry loose and stuffed it in her mouth. Her mother was silent as Polly chewed angrily. 
“All right.” Rosemary nodded. “But there must have been something…”
“Mum, I don’t know.” Polly shrugged. “I’m trying to understand who I married. That’s as far as I’ve managed to get.” 
“Then I wonder, love, why you’ve run away. And quit your job. Polly!” She looked so obviously displeased. “You’re so very successful. I’ve always been proud of you.” That was news to Polly, and it must have shown on her face. “I have, love. I know I’m not always good at telling you these things, but I’m tremendously proud of you. I tell everyone at the knitting circle. They all know my daughter is an in-house counsel.” 
Taken aback by her mother’s veracity, Polly softened. She was so used to Stephen being lauded for his mediocrity while her achievements were ignored or diminished. Hope surged, but like most interactions with Rosemary, it was short-lived. 
“Which is why all of this surprises me,” her mother continued. “You are level-headed, Polly. When you married David, I was so happy. You were finally putting away all those wild ideas from your university days. You’d moved on to sensible things. And now, you have money, a nice home and a professional husband.” 
“But I’m not happy, mum.” The statement was a surprise to both of them. 
“Well,” Rosemary murmured, eventually, her lips a thin line of discomfort. “There are more important things in life. Happiness isn’t the be all and end all.” 
Polly didn’t know how to respond. She’d always thought that despite her critical tone, Rosemary valued her happiness. Suddenly, that seemed not to be the case. “No, it’s not,” she replied, bewildered. “But isn’t it important? It’s been so long since I’ve been happy—really happy. I feel like I’ve been going through the motions. I don’t want to do that anymore.”
“You’re not a teenager, Polly. You have a future to consider. Life is a serious matter. If you don’t have a husband, who will look after you and provide for you if something happens, or when you get old… These things are important.”
Rosemary’s antiquated opinion soured Polly’s mood. “Those are terrible reasons to stay married to someone who doesn’t respect me. They’re certainly not reasons to keep living a life that makes me miserable.” 
“You’ve never said you were miserable,” Rosemary snapped, seemingly affronted. “Where has that suddenly come from?” 
Polly didn’t honestly know. Maybe it was being back in England. Old memories and feelings were stirring, ones in stark contrast to anything Dave elicited. “Why did we leave Winchester, mum?”
Rosemary stiffened, startled by the abrupt turn in conversation. “Why is that important?”
As Polly eyed her mother, her gaze fastened on the crevice between Rosemary’s eyebrows. Polly had that same frown line. When had she first noticed that fissure between her mother’s eyes, and the criticisms it heralded? 
“I don’t know,” Polly replied, poking at the pastry on her plate with her fork. “I haven’t thought about Winchester since I left England. But we were happy there. Then, we suddenly moved to Southampton. I never understood why.” She had learned to live with the lack of consistency in her mother's excuses, but for unfathomable reasons, she suddenly needed to know. 
Rosemary’s lips pursed again, and Polly watched her calculate her reply as she sipped at her Earl Grey. With a resigned sniff, she shrugged a shoulder. “Well, you’re an adult now.” There was a priggish tilt to her chin. “You were running with the wrong crowd. We didn’t know how else to get you away from that Llewellyn girl.”
Polly choked on her tea. Eyes watering, she coughed and spluttered. “What?” It came out as a strangled croak as she groped for a napkin. 
“She wasn’t a good influence. You were spending too much time with her and that family. Neither your father nor I were happy about it. So, we decided the best thing to do was to move away.”
“But…” Speechless, she glared at Rosemary, her brows pinched in confusion. Mari? She couldn’t make sense of it. Yes, Rosemary had made her displeasure at their friendship known. Polly clearly remembered her mother’s voiced disdain for Mari whenever they spent time together, but it never occurred to Polly her best friend was the reason her family had moved away. She couldn’t imagine her father agreeing to it. He had been her protector in Southampton, making excuses for her when she arrived home late from secret Saturday afternoons in Winchester. Why would he have agreed to move when he so obviously cared that she didn’t lose her attachment to Winchester and Mari? 
Mari Llewellyn. The hairs on Polly’s forearms stood on end at the thought of her and a hot flush burned her cheeks. 
“Then the two of you went off to Portsmouth University together. I was so disappointed.” Rosemary carried on, some form of the truth pouring out. “Portsmouth.” Her contempt was unmistakable. “You could have gone anywhere, Polly, but Portsmouth was what that Llewellyn girl could afford, so that’s where you went. I can’t tell you how relieved I was when she finally moved away. You settled down after that.”
Polly gawped, dumbfounded. “Mum,” she rasped, a strange mix of forgotten emotions lodged in her throat. “She was my best friend. I didn’t settle down because we moved away. I withdrew. I was heartbroken.”
“Be that as it may.” Rosemary huffed. “But she was a bad influence. I was glad to see the back of her. You should be too.”

Polly levitated through the afternoon, her mind wiped clean by her mother’s revelations. The riddle of Southampton was supposedly solved, but knowing Rosemary’s reasons only dredged up a sadness Polly had ignored for years. Her mother’s premeditated decision to separate her from her only friend—the girl who had made her world brighter and more expansive than it ever would have been had they never met—impacted Polly more than she cared to admit. 
In the taxi home, they sat in silence, the car filled with ghosts from Polly’s past. When they rolled past the Commons, her stomach clenched with inescapable dread. Polly wasn’t seventeen anymore, but her mother’s heartless revelations had shoved her straight back into an insufferable, cloying misery she had battled as a teen. Those two years in Southampton had been the loneliest of her life. And all because her mother hadn’t liked Mari. Had disliked her so strongly she had willingly disregarded her daughter’s feelings in favour of her own snobbery. 
When they walked inside, Polly headed straight upstairs, ignoring Rosemary’s calls and offers of tea or an early dinner. An intense rage blazed, one she couldn’t manage in the presence of the woman who had ignited it. Safe behind her bedroom door, Polly’s fury erupted in a flood of tears, her fists balled so tight her nails carved white crescents into her palms. 
As provocative as Dave’s infidelity was, the rage he caused was a spark compared to the paroxysm her mother’s admissions provoked. Mari had been Polly’s life raft in a hostile school environment, her safe space when neither home nor school offered solace, for which she had adored her. But Rosemary had plotted to ruin that for her, wedging cracks into rifts when friendships were hard to keep. That her mother had no regard for how important Mari had been for her daughter’s sanity was astonishing. 
As she scanned her bedroom, all Polly saw were reminders of the lies her parents had told, lies that had left her bereft with a grief she suddenly understood but had never resolved. It was ridiculous how much she hurt. Her mother’s ploys were decades old, and Polly had moved on and built a life, but the wound felt fresh. Years of petty resentment and impatience were rooted in that conniving. The revelation sat bitterly in Polly’s mouth.
Despondent, she knew she couldn’t stay, not in that house, at least not now. She was liable to kill her mother if the subject came up again, because she would want more answers, and no doubt Rosemary would try to deny her. Things would end badly, and she lacked the wherewithal to cope with another fractured relationship. Dave was enough. She needed space, and to not see her mother’s self-righteousness at what she had so consciously set in motion—the erosion of Polly’s trust in her, and the beginning of her struggle to hold on to Mari until she couldn’t any longer. 
Within ten minutes, she had booked a hire car and accommodation and packed an overnight bag. 



Chapter 8
Wherever you go, there's Dave 
POLLY WAS ON THE road by ten the next morning. Her departure had required all manner of contortions to explain to Rosemary why she needed breathing space without prompting her mother’s usual self-flagellation. Thankfully, Rosemary was blissfully unaware of the profundity of her disclosures and their effect on her daughter, putting Polly’s unrest down to her rash exit from her marriage. 
“Some fresh air and sight-seeing might do you good, love.” She smiled obliviously. “Help you see things clearly.” 
Polly gave her a stiff hug, promising to be away only a few days. As she turned her hybrid hire car onto the M3, an unexpected wave of relief swept through her as her mother and Southampton receded in her rearview mirror. 
The drive to Winchester was blissfully familiar, the homecoming stepping over Rosemary’s threshold should have been, and Polly tingled with excitement as she sped through Shawford and into the countryside. On a whim, she turned off at St Catherine’s Hill, enticed by Hampshire’s rolling countryside and the old Miz-Maze. 
The landmark was strangely grounding. She recalled her father taking her there with Mari. They had run shrieking through the ancient zigs and zags, tripping in and out of the cut channels, falling in heaps of giggling silliness. She could almost feel Mari’s hot little hand in hers as she stared towards the houses peppering the distant hills. Their childhood together had so many moments of luminous happiness, and she rubbed her palm against her chest to ease the ache that sprang up. 

As soon as Polly had checked into The Old Vine Inn, she headed straight out into the morning sun to reacquaint herself with the town centre and her favourite haunts. Her last visit to Winchester had been nearly a decade ago, with Dave. He had wanted to see where she’d grown up, but even then, there were flags about his character she should have noted. When they visited Jane Austin’s grave, he’d been quite indifferent, but the Great Hall with its iconic Arthurian Round Table and stunning stained glass windows had held his attention. His disinterest in the real-world accomplishments of women was in stark contrast with his fascination with a myth.
With a shudder she shook Dave off as she wandered up The Square towards Main Street. She peered in shop windows, smiling as she remembered Mari’s rants about rampant capitalism and sweatshop labour. They’d bought their clothes from Oxfam, wearing them with pride in spite of the snide comments from girls in their year. 
Then through the mass of shoppers walking the Sunday farmers’ market to the old Buttercross with its worn steps and yellowed stone. She and Mari had anchored their assignations to that ancient sentinel. Now, as she stared up at the old monument, a shiver ran through her. On weekends she escaped Southampton, this was where they would meet. Mari would take her hand, and they’d roam, catching up on school gossip and TV programs they were watching. If Polly could afford it, they’d hide out in a coffee shop or buy a sandwich from Tescos and sit under a tree on Loverose Way. When the weather was miserable, they’d retreat to the library and a patch of floor in between rows of books no one borrowed. Those stolen days had been too few, but they’d kept Polly afloat during her last days of high school. How she had hated her mother for the distance she put between them. And how strange to have forgotten Mari Llewellyn, and now to be consumed by memories of her and the pain of those years apart. 
After an afternoon meandering through the streets of her childhood, Polly returned to the Old Vine for wine and food. As she sat in the window watching locals wander by, her phone buzzed. Dave’s face filled the lock screen. She had messaged him from the airport on Friday afternoon, telling him he was free to collect what he needed from the apartment. She wouldn’t be there. Anything he had to say should go through Michael. Her phone had been silent ever since. But here he was, messaging her when she had expressly asked him not to. With a scowl, she tapped her messages.
 
    Just letting you know Chrissy’s in hospital. The stress you’re causing us over all this has put her blood pressure up. You could stop being selfish, Polly, and get your lawyer to calm down.  
Perfect punctuation. He’d dictated that. She glanced at her watch and frowned. It was two in the morning in Sydney. For a second, she was concerned. Dave was never up past ten, so whatever was going on was happening in real time. 
She swiped his message away. Why was he messaging to tell her about Chrissy? Galled, she waved at the bar staff, ordered another Pinot Gris and opened the Guardian. 

Around ten, Claire replied to Polly’s updates by FaceTiming, Dave’s text requiring more than a few emojis and some auto-corrected ducks. 
“Hey Pollz! How’s Southampton?” Claire’s broad smile shone as she skipped onto her patio, a final spray of sunrise pink lighting her face.
“Unbearable.” Polly chuckled wryly. “Which is why I’m now in Winchester.”
“Your hometown? But isn’t your mother…?” Polly’s expression must have been explanation enough because Claire’s mouth transformed into a perfect oh. “Gotcha.” She rolled her eyes. “How’s Winchester, then?”
“Nostalgic.” 
“That’s good, right? So much for peace and quiet, though. What on earth is this message from Dave? God, what a prick. When I read it, I got on Insta. Hang on, I’ll send through a screen cap.” 
Claire’s face disappeared as she sent an image through. When Polly opened it, she laughed. There was Chrissy, propped up in her hospital bed, mascara and lipstick perfect, grinning like an influencer as Dave sat wearily next to her. 
“These two need to get their stories straight.” Claire snorted derisively. “It’s hard to play the victim when your girlfriend is busy promoting ginger tablets for nausea.” 
Polly had overlooked that pertinent detail and zoomed in on the image to see a box of Blackmore’s clamped between her immaculate nails. “Oh, Jesus.” She snorted. “Unbelievable.” Trashing the image, Claire’s face popped back up. 
“Tell me about it. Dave certainly doesn’t think more than six inches into his future, does he?” Claire giggled and bit her lip as Polly laughed. “So, what’s the plan? How long are you in Winchester?”
“No idea.” Polly shrugged, smiling half-heartedly. “I’m on autopilot at the moment.”
“I’d be living my best life all over social media if I were you.” Claire grinned. “Chrissy can’t be far off popping the sprog out. A little envy never hurt anyone.” 
Polly’s nose wrinkled. Vindictiveness wasn’t usually her thing but twisting the knife a tad had sudden appeal. Sleep-deprived Dave was reactive and made terrible decisions, and she was enjoying some uncharacteristic schadenfreude. And sight-seeing wasn’t the worst idea. She needed to do something other than dwell on how furious she was with both her soon-to-be ex-husband and sometimes too permanent mother. 



Chapter 9
Ghosts
POLLY ROSE EARLY THE next morning, venturing out for coffee, croissants and inspiration. Claire had been extremely convincing, presenting a surfeit of reasons why she should kick her heels up. Doing as she’d been told, she loitered at the Coffee Lab Academy with her fancy batch brew and Google Maps, clicking on historical icons to remind herself what was nearby. Stone Henge loomed large, and she smiled with nostalgia. 
Her dad had loved taking the family to the Henge. They couldn’t afford much as a family, but every year he’d buy a Heritage membership so they could spend their weekends visiting historic houses and monuments. The old ring stones were a family favourite. He’d tell her and Stephen—and Mari when Rosemary was disinterested in yet another foggy day in a paddock—tall tales about knights and druids and sword fights amongst the Sarsen stones. History bored her brother, but Polly and Mari would spend hours in their school library separating fact from fiction. Those weekend adventures infected them with a thirst for reading and bullshit detection. She couldn’t think of a better place to visit. 

The day was hot for August, and as she dithered in the carpark, Polly wished she’d packed lighter. There was a distinct quality to the sun’s intensity in England, making twenty-four degrees feel more like a balmy Sydney thirty-three. Her jeans cloyed, and she stripped her jacket off. 
Tourists buzzed about the car park, eager to visit one of Britain’s most anticipated attractions. Polly joined the queue that snaked its way into the visitor’s centre and pushed her sunglasses atop her head. The modern building wasn’t at all what she recalled, but its stark steel lines and glass walls sat easily against the landscape. She wondered what her father would think. He’d disparaged the first modern high rises to break London’s skyline, calling them blights. He wouldn’t be enamoured with this update. 
As Polly waited, she imagined him up the road, waiting for her, some fabulation in his back pocket. His memory caught her, and she swallowed past an upwelling of faded grief. In Sydney, her childhood never crossed her mind, but here, echoes of an old life surrounded her, ghosts catching her left and right. With a frown, she shuffled forward with the line, her mind wandering. Eventually, she was inside the coolness of the visitor’s centre. 
“Just one, is it, dear?” 
When Polly looked up, she came face to face with her past. 
“Polly? Polly, dear? Good lord!” Brown eyes crinkled at the sight of her, and a small, red-lipped smile spread. She’d know that lipstick anywhere. 
“Hello, Mrs Llewellyn.” Polly didn’t know quite where to put herself, a flat smile frozen in place, her eyes wide. 
“How lovely to see you! Is your mother with you? What brings you to this dusty old place?”
“Oh, ah.” Polly searched for a response and offered a shrug instead. “A flying visit. How are you? It’s been an age.” 
“It has at that. Are you here long, dear? It would be lovely to hear what you’ve been up to. I’ve a tea break at one. Would you have time? We can have an eccles cake and a gossip. Look at you. I’d recognise you anywhere. Goodness, just wait till I tell Mari!” 
Polly stiffened, and her smile faltered. Christ, is Mari in Winchester? The thought made her nerves sing, her gut clench. On her visit with Dave all those years ago she had caught the briefest glimpse of Mari as they’d wandered Winchester Cathedral’s grounds. The sighting had been fleeting, so much so that she had talked herself out of recognising her old friend, but it had taken Polly days to shake the tingling in her fingertips and the dreams that had followed. Forcing herself to forget her again had demanded a monumental effort. But if she was here now… “Oh, ah, that…” Looking away, she fought to collect herself, but when she met Gail’s expectant stare, she nodded. “One? I can be back for one. Where will I find you?”
“I’ll get us a table in the cafe. Volunteer’s privileges.” She winked. “Off you go. It’s not too bad out there today.” 
With her ticket in hand, Polly drifted back outside, following the path to the shuttle bus. Slumping into a seat, she leant against the window and pressed her head to the glass, the countryside rolling by as the minibus drove her and fifty others to the Henge. 
Gail Llewellyn. Mari’s mother. Whom she hadn’t seen since she was twenty-two. A lifetime ago. Mari. She couldn’t breathe. 
With her hands buried deep in her pockets, Polly wandered the monument’s stone perimeter, navigating the crowd on autopilot as she remembered the girl who had been her shadow throughout her childhood and teenage years. Wild and impetuous Mari, who never sat quietly, who stood up to school-yard bullies and kicked boys in the shin when they pulled Polly’s ponytail. They’d been inseparable from the second Gail dropped Mari at school and Polly’s teacher had volunteered her as Mari’s classroom buddy. Six, they’d been. They’d spent every day together after that, much to her mother’s antipathy. 
Mari Llewellyn was exactly the type of girl Rosemary didn’t want her daughter associating with. Unrestrained, uncultured, the child of parents who failed to tame her. But to Polly, she was everything. Too cool to care what the prissy girls in class thought of her hair. Too self-possessed to blush and downplay just how clever she was lest she bruise the delicate egos of boys in their year. Mari and her non-conformity, evolving into an Icelandic punk music fiend and climate worrier, demanding the school stop using coal to heat the halls in the dead of winter and rallying students to protest the school’s board. They’d been thick as thieves, kindred spirits. Polly did nothing without asking if Mari wanted to do it, too. Her best friend, the only one she’d ever needed, who dared her to be greater than she would otherwise have been. Mari Llewellyn, whose light could make the dullest flower bloom. Then Polly’s dad had taken a job in Southampton, and they moved away. How Polly’s heart had ached the day they closed the door of their tiny terrace house to clamber into a moving van for Southampton. 
Inhaling deeply, Polly checked her watch. Nearly one. She hadn’t spoken to Mari since university. Their friendship had ended abruptly. She didn’t even know if she was still in England, so much time had passed. As she rode the shuttle back to the Heritage Centre cafe, she found the void Mari had left when their friendship disintegrated, a gaping fissure in the pit of her heart. 

 “Polly, Polly dear!?” Gail waved from a table in a far corner of the cafe. “I’ve ordered.” She pointed to the counter. Polly nodded and smiled but took her time eyeballing the menu. She was nervous about talking to Mari’s mother after all these years, though she couldn’t say precisely why. Gail had always been kind and quick to see the good in people. Swallowing past the lump in her throat, Polly bit the bullet, bought a wrap and a bottle of water, and made her way to their table. 
“How are you, Mrs Llewellyn?” She pulled a chair out to sit opposite, bolstering herself. 
“Gail, dear. It’s always been Gail.” The soft lines around her eyes deepened as she smiled. That same affection Polly adored as a child was still present, and she relaxed.
“Gail.” She smiled, grateful for Gail’s much-needed gentle hands. “How are you? And what are you doing working at the Henge, of all places?”
“Oh, I know.” She chuckled and sipped her tea. “You’d think I’d never want to see this place again, after all the times your father brought Mari here. Fond memories, I suppose.” 
At the mention of her dad, Mari’s popped into mind. A humble but passionate man, he’d fanned the fire in his daughter unrepentantly. Polly had loved him almost as much as she’d loved her own father. Along with Gail, he’d provided her space to be herself when home was too tense. “And how is Peter?” 
Gail’s sad eyes hinted at change. “Oh, he’s all right. He was diagnosed with dementia a few years ago. It’s been quick, the decline. We’ve popped him in care.” 
“Oh Gail, I’m so sorry.” Polly couldn’t think of a crueller unravelling. Peter was quick-witted, always scouring books and the internet for knowledge. Winchester Council’s gardening polyglot. Polly remembered him as infectiously curious. A trait Mari had in spades and which Polly had loved. Mari.
“It’s life, dear.” Gail managed a smile, though it failed to reach her eyes. “He might not remember me, but I can see he’s happy in himself. That’s the most I can ask for.” Polly’s throat tightened, and she reached across to squeeze her hand. “Anyway, that’s the hard news. What about you? I bumped into your mother a while ago and she told me you’d moved to Australia and married… oh, what did she say?”
“An orthopaedic surgeon,” Polly replied, her eyebrows high. Rosemary had never mentioned bumping into Gail. “That’s why I’m home, actually. I’m in the middle of divorcing him.” She offered a shrug, as though that explained everything. 
“Oh, dear Polly, I’m so sorry.” She laughed suddenly. “This isn’t a very happy reunion, is it?”
“No!” Polly smirked. “But you’re right, it’s life. What’s that daughter of yours up to?”
“Mari? She’s in Canada, being an environmental lawyer. Just like she said she would.” 
“Canada?” 
“Vancouver.”
Polly knew she looked stunned, but in truth, it was more than simple surprise. A knot of excitement had been twisting at the thought of seeing her, but now it unravelled, and she was astonished at the weight of her disappointment. “Well, good on her.” She nodded, trying to convince herself she was pleased for Mari. “She always did what she said she was going to do, so I shouldn’t be surprised. Canada, though.” She flickered her eyebrows at Gail in unspoken recognition of Mari’s tendency not to do anything by half measures.
“I know.” A tinge of sadness crossed Gail’s face. “I wish she was closer to home. But she’s happy there.”
“How long has she…”
“Oh, I think, nearly eighteen years now. That job she took in Manchester didn’t last. One day, she just called to say she was leaving England.” She paused, regarding Polly in a way that forewarned an uncomfortable question. “Whatever happened with you two, dear?” Gail’s soft hand cupped hers, squeezing gently. “When university finished, she was so very upset. Then she ran off to Manchester, of all places. She always hated Manchester. Then she was gone. She never talks about it, what happened at university. Not to this day.” 
Polly swallowed. She never talked about that time with anyone either—not Dave, not even her therapist. The memory of how ashamed she’d been was raw, even now. “It was a hard year,” she managed finally. “When dad died, I didn’t think… I wouldn’t have finished uni if not for Mari. Mum fell apart, and Stephen…” She ducked her head. “I wasn’t the easiest person to deal with. I didn’t always treat Mari with the respect she deserved.” Lying to Gail felt terrible. Polly’s throat burned and her eyes grew hot as Gail’s grip tightened comfortingly. 
“Time heals,” she whispered, her eyes filled with more kindness than Polly deserved. 
“Maybe,” she replied with a slight smile. 
“You should call her. I think she’d like to hear from you. She misses you. I know she does.”
“Oh, Mrs Llewellyn, I don’t think—”
“Just think about it, dear. Friendships like that don’t just end. It’s only time, after all.”



Chapter 10
A long forgotten past 
POLLY’S CHEEKS BURNED WITH shame and regret as she rushed out of the visitor’s centre. She had worked hard to put the last night she’d spent with Mari Llewelyn out of her mind, and she’d been successful for almost as long as Mari had been gone. But seeing Gail tore a scab loose, and now she could think of nothing else. 
Despite how drunk they’d been, there wasn’t a detail about that night she couldn’t remember. Sat in her rental car with the stereo blaring and her fists wrapped tight about the steering wheel, it all came flooding back.

The pub erupted as Frankee blasted from the jukebox, an unruly choir of tone-deaf, beer-addled, newly capped graduates screaming out the chorus of the pop star’s latest hit. 
“Fuck what I did, was your fault somehow…Fuck the presents, I threw all that shit out…Fuck all the cryin’, it didn’t mean jack…Well, guess what yo, fuck you right back…” 
Polly and Mari collapsed against one another in a fit of laughter, unable to hold a straight face as the barmaid scowled at them. Mari slapped a tenner on the bar and scooped up their pints before the woman could unleash a rebuke.
“We need a seat!” Mari pointed her chin at a dark corner. “C’mon.” They wormed their way through the press of students, ale sloshing down Mari’s arms. “God, this place is manic!” Polly could barely hear her over the din. 
Crammed between two wingbacks from uni’s winning soccer team, they shouted their post-graduation plans, downing their ales too quickly on empty stomachs while ignoring the lads’ attentions. The late-July air and press of bodies had turned the pub into a sauna, and by the time they finished their fourth pint, Mari was slurring her words.
“Let’s go,” Polly yelled, slapping an unwanted hand from her thigh for the umpteenth time. “Before someone gets molested.” She scowled at the wingback to her left. 
“C’mon, don’t be a priss!” he sneered, leaning in to suffocate her with ale-breath.
“Bugger off!” Mari yelled, reaching over to shove him ineffectually. “Don’t be an arsehole!” She shoved him again, this time sending him flying off the end of the seat. Mari howled with laughter as she forced Polly from the booth. “I want a kebab. Let’s go!” With Polly’s wrist firmly in her grasp, she barged through the crowd for the door. Out on the street, she threw an arm around Polly’s shoulder. “Let’s never leave! I love this place!”
“Portsmouth?” Polly squawked. “I can’t wait to leave!” 
“But it’s so much fun, Polls! God, look at us. We’re fit as fuck, and smart as fuck. We’re going to make the world kneel at our bloody feet! We just graduated top of our class, Polly-girl!” 
At the mention of graduation, Polly’s expression drooped. The ceremony had been amazing and seeing her mum beaming proudly among hundreds of other parents, gratifying. But her dad’s face had been absent. The thought of him brought a wave of stinging tears. 
“You okay?” Mari grasped Polly’s hand between her own.
“I wish dad could’ve been there,” she croaked. 
Mari drew her into a tight hug. “You know he’s watching you from somewhere up there, right?” She gestured towards the night sky. “He’ll never stop loving you, Polly.”
“I know,” she whispered, sniffling into her shoulder. “Can we go home? I’m not hungry anymore.”
They meandered along Victoria Road, chatting about how Polly’s dad would have yelled her name as she crossed the stage, and how mortified her mother would have been. They cackled as they mimicked Rosemary tugging at Darren’s sleeve while Darren gleefully ignored her as he pointed redundantly at the stage, shrieking “that’s my kid!”. Polly laughed and cried. 
Montgomery Street beckoned, and they stumbled the last hundred feet to their student flat. Mari rested her head on the door to steady herself as she fumbled in her bag for keys. “I’m very drunk.” Each word was perfectly enunciated. 
“I am also quite drunk,” Polly admitted, slumping against the wall. “I wish it didn’t hurt so much, Mar.” 
“Me too, and he wasn’t even my dad.” Mari pulled her close again, clutching her fiercely. “You know, if I could take your pain away, I would.” 
“I know,” she murmured, fresh tears flowing. A deep breath shuddered through her. 
“I love you, Polly-girl.” 
Polly pulled back a little, a weak smile fixed in place. “Love you too, you maniac.” She managed a sniffly laugh. 
Mari’s awkward fingers wiped the dampness from her face as she blinked her own tears away. “Best friends forever, right?” she murmured, and kissed Polly quickly on the lips, like she’d done a million times before. 
But the way Mari suddenly looked at her didn’t feel like a million times before. It felt like a first time, and the smile slid from Polly’s face as her forever-friend leaned closer. “Mar?”
“Shhhh, before I lose my nerve.” 
Mari’s lips brushed lightly against hers, testing, waiting for a reaction, for Polly to pull away, but she couldn’t move. That delicate kiss was electric, and the flutter in her chest erupted as Mari cupped the back of her head and sank into her. Polly kissed her back, a low moan escaping her as Mari’s lips parted and her tongue sought hers. She didn’t want it to stop, so carried away was she that her head buzzed. For the first time in her life, Polly understood what it meant for a kiss to be intoxicating. “Wow,” she gasped, when Mari finally pulled back.
“Wow?” Mari’s pupils were huge in the dim porch light, her smile hopeful. 
“Yeah. Wow.” 
She grabbed Polly’s hand, yanked her through their front door and up the stairs. 
At twenty-two, Polly’s sex life was well-established. Slim, gangly, freckled, and cute, she had no trouble attracting decent looking guys willing to put in a little effort. And there had been enough to keep her busy throughout university. Mari, though, was something else altogether, a hotter version of Polly, but aloof and conspicuously uninterested. A nut every soccer player wanted to crack, and a perpetual enigma in their dating circles. As her best friend yanked her into her bedroom and slammed the door shut, Polly drunkenly questioned why she was the one getting lucky with the unattainable Mari Llewellyn. Then scorching kisses and roving hands killed her curiosity, and all she could focus on was Mari’s head between her thighs and how her orgasms nearly turned her inside out. 
But next morning it had all come apart, the euphoria of discovery abruptly doused when their flatmate walked into Mari’s bedroom to find them naked and entangled. In a panic Polly had scrambled out of bed to run after him, begging him to keep quiet, claiming they’d just been so bloody drunk, it was just a stupid thing straight girls did at university. It didn’t mean shit. Thankfully, he’d been decent about it, promising to keep his mouth shut, but when Polly returned to Mari’s room and saw her broken expression, she knew his silence didn’t matter. Whatever damage his gossiping could have done was nothing compared to what Polly’s pleading had wrought. Mari pulled her clothes on as Polly stood staring, then grabbed her bag and left without a word. 
Despite her emails and phone calls, more than a week passed before Polly heard anything about her. Someone from student housing cleaned out Mari’s room one day, any possibility of her return gone in half a dozen tatty cardboard boxes and a suitcase. Back home in Southampton, second-hand news came via Rosemary, of all people. Mari was off to Manchester for a job. Gail was the only person responding to Polly’s calls or emails after that. Did she know what had happened? Mari was so upset but wasn’t talking.
Polly knew exactly what had happened. She’d shamed her friend and crushed their friendship in a moment of panic. She could never admit that to Gail—she was struggling to admit anything to herself, other than what she’d yelled at Brian as he’d scampered from their room. That it was nothing. Just drunken silliness. Except it wasn’t, at least not for Mari, because she was gone. As for Polly, the agony of moving to Southampton was nothing compared to what she felt as she realised what she’d done, and what she’d lost. 

Sitting in her rental, Polly fought to catch her breath. How had she forgotten that night, and everything it contained? Mari had left, taking away everything Polly was. Without Mari, she had no plans, no dreams of the future, no direction. She couldn’t conceive of herself without her best friend. With no idea what to do, Polly had latched onto the first opportunity that came her way—a terrible job in London, then a one-way flight to Sydney. That night had sent her down a path she’d never envisioned or wanted. All because she’d said the wrong thing and didn’t know how to undo the damage she’d caused. She’d travelled to the other side of the world and married a cad to escape her self-loathing and avoid a truth she couldn’t face, one buried so deep she’d forgotten it was there. 
As she swung the Prius out of the carpark and onto the narrow country road, tears started, but it wasn’t until she braked to turn onto the motorway that the force of that long-buried truth hit her. Pulling onto the grass verge, she shoved the car door open and threw up on the side of the road. 



Chapter 11
Back when we were friends 
POLLY FOUND HERSELF BACK in Winchester, not entirely sure how she’d navigated the A303 without driving into a ditch. Her tears had been constant since leaving Stonehenge. As she donned her sunglasses to avoid concerned looks from the Inn staff, she tried to understand why she was so distraught. She’d moved on with her life. Just as Mari had. What had Gail said? She was living the dream in Vancouver. But yet, here Polly was, the ache in her chest so sharp she struggled not to cry out. 
Safe in her room, Polly splashed water on her face and cleaned her teeth, trying to scrub away the acrid taste of self-disgust. Finally calm, she took out her laptop and googled Mari Llewellyn. She found her easily enough, a news story about the release of a logging protester from jail described the legal defence as recalcitrant, the subsequent class action audacious. Despite herself, Polly smirked. Some things didn’t change. 
Mari still had her maiden name. Gail had barely mentioned Mari’s personal circumstances during lunch, preferring to stick to her professional life, giving Polly reason to pause. Mari was a success, in her own way, taking on small, profitless environmental cases while her firm made its money via property and family law cases, Gail had said. An odd mix, really, and one Polly frowned at now. What kind of small practice offered that mismatched range of services? 
The news article listed Mari’s firm, so she pulled up the website. Services listed were just as Gail described—probate, marital, property, environmental. The staff page yielded headshots of some very serious women. 
Polly scrolled down, halted, then flicked back up the page. Mari stared back at her, her expression stern, almost as severe as the surgically trimmed blond bob she now wore. She looked nothing like the woman Polly had glimpsed in Winchester a decade ago. But those brown eyes—she’d recognise them anywhere. Hypnotised, she stared, her heart thumping. She was twenty-two all over again, palms clammy, throat dry, pinned down by Mari’s hard, accusatory stare. She tore her gaze away and slammed her laptop shut. 
Memories of some stranger packing down Mari’s room came back, along with the pain of Mari’s disappearance and the confusion of not knowing why. Polly suddenly remembered her conversation with Brian in the hallway afterwards. 
“We all thought you two were a thing,” he’d shared. Polly’s reply flooded back—her commitment to the drunken silliness narrative prompting another wave of shame. He’d given her the oddest look. “Whatever,” he’d muttered. “You probably should have told Mar that.” 
God. Hurting Mari was unforgivable, but she had been oblivious to what was so obvious to everyone else—that Mari had loved her as more than just a friend. 

Down in the bar, Polly nursed a gin, buried in memories she’d conveniently ignored. Being back in the Vine… how many Sundays had they spent, huddled in the shadows in case one of Rosemary’s friends saw them and spoke out of turn? She’d booked the Inn on a whim, having conveniently forgotten that chapter of her past, but now it stirred difficult memories. 
Furious with herself, she threw her drink back and ordered another. The barkeep smiled familiarly, and she recognised him suddenly, the same man who had served them cokes and crisps despite being underage. 
“Nice to see you back, love.” His smile was broad. “How’s your friend?”
“I have no idea,” Polly replied, her regret unmistakable. 
It was a slow night in the bar, so Albert plied her with free drinks as he quizzed her about Australia and bemoaned the changes happening to his beloved Winchester. As shattered as she was, she was grateful for the distraction, Mari the last thing on her mind as he lamented the ongoing developments on Stoney Lane. She wouldn’t recognise it, he assured her, and she nodded into her fourth or fifth or sixth neat gin. 
When she woke the next morning, she was very much the worse for wear, too much alcohol combining with the dregs of her jet lag to leave her bleary-eyed and nauseated. Unwilling to face the world, she tried to sleep, but her mind nettled her with images of Mari between her legs, though now it was her razor-sharp bob brushing against her thighs. Polly struggled to push the picture away. Frustrated, she threw herself into the shower, desperate to ignore how little her distress had to do with Dave and how much was rooted in that night with her childhood best friend. 

Polly checked out of the Inn around midday, her hangover shored up by paracetamol and several bottles of water. An annoying number of pee breaks would punctuate the drive back to Southampton, but at least her mouth didn’t feel like a sandpit. 
The decision to retreat to her mother’s had come at eleven a.m. Desperate to escape the tide of memories and raw grief Winchester unleashed, her only option was home. Besides, if anyone could provide some insight into how that night had resulted in her losing Mari, it would be her mother. Not that she was relishing the conversation. Given their last exchange, Polly’s expectations were appropriately low. Still, Rosemary was finally being honest. She might reveal another truth or two. 
As she drove out of Winchester—the same route the bus had taken to deliver her home after so many secret Saturdays with Mari—Polly ruminated on their last night together. They’d both been drunk, but not that drunk. Mari had had no reservations as she’d peeled Polly out of her clothes and set to making her body sing. But then, she hadn’t exactly been a conscientious objector, either, returning her ardour without hesitation. She remembered Mari murmuring over and over, “I love you, Polly-girl, I love you” until it became a blur of senseless sounds, and responding with her own affirmations of desire. Apparently, that night had been a long time coming. But the next morning… Why hadn’t she stopped Mari from leaving, and their friendship unravelling? Why had she lied to Brian, for that matter? 
And how had she kept those memories, and all the emotions they contained, buried so deep? Polly’s stomach churned as Mari’s voice echoed in her ears, her own excuses burning her lips. 

“Hello, love. What are you doing back so quickly? I thought you’d be gone for a few more days.” 
Polly carried her bag inside, the door swinging shut behind her. The warm scent of her mother’s bolognaise wafted through the house and her stomach growled noisily. She’d left Winchester in such a daze she’d forgotten to eat. 
“That’s good timing, then.” Rosemary smiled, squeezing her shoulder as she trotted into the kitchen. “I was just about to put some tea on a plate. Go put your bag away.”
“Thanks mum.” With a sigh of relief, Polly trudged upstairs. She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting, but her mother’s availing kindness wasn’t it. Still, she’d only just arrived. 
Tossing her bag onto her bed, Polly stopped to look around. Her old room was a snapshot of her teenage years. Rosemary had left it untouched, as though it was sacrosanct. The faded posters on the walls, the old-fashioned school desk and bowed single bed—it was a time capsule. So much of her seventeen-year-old self’s attentions had been about Mari Llewellyn in that space, despite her best friend never setting foot on its worn carpet. But her name had been written over and over on sheets of paper and envelopes at Polly’s desk.
With a start, she recalled her mother’s snooping and the lengths to which she’d gone to create some privacy. Pulling a chair out, she knelt and ran a hand across the desk’s underside. Her fingertips caught the edge of the envelope she’d stuffed with secrets, tacked to the wood. The putty had cured, and the paper tore as Polly tugged it loose. Untucking the flap, she tipped the contents onto the desk.
Folded letters on yellowed paper and old polaroids peeked up at her. She opened one at random, scanning Mari’s chaotic handwriting, looping letters packed tight with angst about school and home and how desperately she missed her and hated her new teachers and Winchester without her. Signed with xoxo and Mari in unreadable whorls and angles. And another, confirming their cunning plans to meet after school on the eighth—Mari had a school trip to Southampton university for careers day. More xoxos, more I miss yous. And photos snapped by who Polly couldn’t remember, each one framing them squeezed tightly together, Siamese twins, grinning, giggling, oblivious to the world. 
“Oh wow,” Polly muttered, staring at an image of her and Mari together, smiles wide, fingers interwoven and fiercely gripped. Southampton’s tatty Royal Pier loomed over them, its derelict shadows doing nothing to dim the light in their eyes as they huddled against the wind. She remembered that day. They could have been smack-dab in the middle of a hurricane for all they’d cared. Horizontal rain had chased them around the waterfront as they hunted for shelter, out of sight, so they could cherish two hours together before Mari had to leave. Their fingers had turned blue as they walked to the bus station, whispering against the wind, and they’d cried when the final call for Mari’s coach broke into their gossiping. Hugs were fervent, as though they would be apart forever, despite their next visit being a week away. But a week back then had felt like an eternity, marked by misery and yearning. 
“Jesus,” she whispered, her face slackening as she stared at her younger self, gazing wide-eyed and enamoured at her best friend. “I was in love with Mari.” Her chest tightened, squeezing the breath from her. 
“When you’re ready, love,” Rosemary sang out, her voice warbling up the stairwell. Jarred back to reality, Polly fumbled the letters and pictures back into their envelope and slipped it gently into her bag. She composed herself, clearing her throat and combing her fingers through her hair. 
The questions she’d brought back from Winchester were no longer the ones she wanted her mother to answer. Now she wanted to ask, did you know? Is that why we moved? Is that why you looked at me with disgust sometimes? But she couldn’t ask any of those questions. She had too many of her own to answer before she could interrogate Rosemary. Her mother wasn’t the only one keeping secrets. Glimpsing her reflection in her bedroom mirror, she shook herself, trying to erase her stricken expression.

“How was Winchester?” Rosemary asked as Polly slid onto a chair. 
“Definitely a trip down memory lane,” she replied, unable to meet her mother’s gaze.
“You know, I haven’t been back there in years.”
“Really?” Polly was surprised. They’d left a broad network of people behind, people her mother had known for over thirty years. 
“I’ve no reason to.” Rosemary set a dish of bolognaise and mushy peas in front of her. Polly smiled at her mother’s love language—her two favourite foods as a teenager, placed neatly on her plate. “Has it changed much? I seem to remember hearing something about some unsightly new terrace houses being built.” 
“Oh, yeah.” She nodded, Albert’s lamentations coming to mind. “Progress, I guess. Places change. It’s still the same old Winchester underneath. The Buttercross and Cathedral haven’t changed.” 
“I’m not missing anything, then,” Rosemary quipped, settling into the seat opposite. She stirred her bolognaise around before taking a bite.
“I always remembered you being so social. I just assumed you’d stayed in touch with people.” 
“No.” Rosemary shook her head. There was something in her expression, a wariness. “You didn’t pay much attention after we moved here, so I can understand why you might think that.” Polly winced and hid the sting behind a mouthful of mushy peas. “Sometimes it’s better to start afresh. That’s what your father and I did when we moved here.”
“That’s a shame, mum.”
“Well, that was the price we were willing to pay.”
Polly set her splade down and propped her elbows on the table. “You always told me we moved for dad’s work. Not because of Mari.” 
“Mari?” 
“Llewellyn,” Polly replied cooly, resisting her mother’s feigned ignorance. “The Llewellyn girl.”
Rosemary held her bluff, then shrugged her facade aside. “Well, as I told you, we did what we thought was best.” Her lips pursed. “I was never a fan of that family.”
“Actually, I bumped into Gail while I was there.” Rosemary’s eyes flew wide in dismay. “She asked after you.”
“Did she?” her mother muttered curtly. “Well, I hope you didn’t tell her any of our business. She was always an infernal gossip.” It was Polly’s turn to look taken aback. “I suppose that daughter of hers is still a handful.” 
“Far from it. Mari’s a lawyer. In Canada.”
“Burned too many bridges here, I suspect,” Rosemary snipped. “Horrible girl.”
“Mum!” 
“Oh, Polly,” she said and shook her head again, sighing heavily. “You have no idea the number of school meetings I attended to deal with you and that girl.” 
“About what?” she squawked, sitting up straight in expectation. This was news to her. Rosemary was proving to be a fount of revelations lately, and Polly wondered what on earth her mother would blurt out next. 
“Oh, everything.” She scowled as though Polly asked questions she should know the answers to. “I was glad to have some miles between the two of you. I only wish we’d moved sooner.”
“I don’t understand.” Polly squinted her confusion, her hands a tight knot on the tabletop. “I don’t remember any school meetings, or being in any kind of trouble. Not with Mari. We were friends.” 
“So you said, but that was part of the problem, wasn’t it? I never understood the fascination. Such a smart, pretty thing you were, Polly. But you chased after her like a lost puppy from the moment she started school.” Polly flushed. “No matter what we did, we couldn’t keep you away from her.” 
“She was my best friend,” Polly muttered, astounded by her mother’s renewed vitriol. 
“That’s not what she was.” Her scowl was black. “She was dangerous. Right from the start. The amount of trouble she got you into. And the rumours. Good god, the things your principal told me. You were almost expelled that last year. The school didn’t know how to cope with the two of you.”
“What?” Polly recognised she’d been selective with her childhood memories, but these declarations made no sense at all.
“Your father and I—”
“What are you talking about?”
Rosemary pursed her mouth so tightly her lips disappeared. The silence that followed was charged with accusations, but her mother only sniffed and chewed another spoonful of bolognaise. 
“Mum?!”
“I don’t want to go over this,” she eventually replied. “It’s in the past. We did what we did. It was the right decision at the time, and I’d do it again. I only wish we could have stopped that foolish university business. But she moved away quickly enough after that, thank goodness. Who knows what would have happened if she’d insisted on sticking with you. I hate to think.”
Polly felt her face pale, her mother’s callousness particularly sharp given Polly’s recent realisation. “When Mari left for Manchester, that was a terrible time for me. I’d just lost dad and then suddenly, Mari was gone.” She blinked back a rush of unexpected tears. “That broke my heart, and all you can say is good riddance? Even if you didn’t like her, she was my best friend, mum. I loved…” A sob choked her, a wave of regret and shame snatching her words away, and she slapped a hand over her mouth. Rosemary’s scowl deepened, but she reached out. Polly pulled away. “I keep asking myself,” she went on, her despair forced down just enough to let her speak. “What would have happened if we’d never moved away? What would my life be like if—” 
“You wouldn’t be the successful woman you are now, Polly.” Rosemary’s composure was buttoned back down. “You wouldn’t have your career, a husband or your life in Sydney.”
“I don’t have those things anyway, mum,” Polly growled through gritted teeth. “And they weren’t real when I did.” 
“I don’t believe that.” Rosemary huffed, folding her arms over her ample bosom. “You’re the one who’s flown off to another country. You’re not there, trying to work things out. You’re here, hiding away, digging into the past, for reasons I just don’t understand.”
“I came home to rebuild my life. To find some direction,” she rasped. “I told you, I wasn’t happy with Dave, despite what it might look like to you.” 
“Don’t be so dramatic. Of course you were happy.” She tossed her splade down in frustration. “This is what happens to you, Polly, at the mere mention of that girl’s name. We’ve been having a perfectly reasonable time, but as soon as Mari Llewellyn comes up, you… Well, I don’t know what happens to you.” Polly’s eyes couldn’t get much wider. “I don’t know why you had to go to Winchester. Life moves on. Chasing after childish dreams does no one any good. And if you think Mari Llewellyn is what happiness looks like, well,” and her nose whistled her disdain. “You’re not that kind of person, Polly. I raised you better than that.” 
“Jesus,” Polly muttered, her appetite dead and her patience burned through. Her mother’s snobbery could be a bit much sometimes, but this was beyond the pale. She pushed her plate away, shoved her seat back, and stood. 
“Polly!” Rosemary hissed. “Sit down!” Her mouth was the same prim line that had put Polly back in her place so often during her youth, a haughty priggishness that drove Polly to her room to cry furious, embittered tears on more nights than she cared to remember. It had been Mari who had made life bearable for Polly, but here Rosemary was, blaming her best friend for… what, she wasn’t sure. Glowering, Polly shook her head and turned her back to head to her room. Given Rosemary’s pinched expression, Polly doubted she’d divulge any more secrets tonight. 
“For the love of god,” Rosemary hissed, the curse out of character and an indication of just how livid she was. Her chair screeched as she shoved it back. “Where are your manners, Polly?” she barked. “Polly!” 
Stopping on the stair to gaze down at her mother, Polly’s frown deepened. Normally she would give in, finding ways and words to defuse Rosemary’s scornful contempt, but not tonight. Not now she knew so much more about her mother’s scheming and how truly cruel she had been. With a shake of her head, she walked away. 
Leaving Rosemary with her pique, Polly sat on her bed until her back ached, the picture of her and Mari together in Southampton held gently between shaking fingers. She couldn’t take her eyes off her expression, nor Mari’s shining smile and the mutual adoration there for all to see. Her chest ached with regret and longing. 
Downstairs, Rosemary’s self-righteous indignation was audible, the clatter of pots in the sink, her footsteps heavy as she moved from room to room. By ten, Polly could have strangled her, the thin walls of the semi-detached house offering no respite from her mother’s presence. Given the size of their mutual disdain and the inadequacy of the house to contain it, there’d be no escaping more acrimonious exchanges. With no other option, Polly packed a bag and get readied to leave the next morning. 



Chapter 12
Hope springs eternal
FOR THE SECOND TIME, Polly left a bewildered and oblivious Rosemary. Hollowed out, Polly pointed the car towards London, uncertain what her next steps should be. As the miles flicked by, she swung from confusion to fury, and back again. Her mother’s surliness had revealed answers she wouldn’t have gotten with reasonable conversation, but that knowledge had cost Polly. She still smarted from her mother’s barbs. And Mari. Good god, what did she do with that realisation? As she approached in Chichester, she finally thought to stop and make a plan. 
Swinging off the bypass, she spotted a Nando’s and pulled into the carpark. With the Prius safely locked and a salad ordered, she settled into a booth at the rear of the restaurant to lick her wounds and clear her head. 
“What a mess,” she muttered, stabbing the wooden order number into its holder in the centre of the table. Looking around, she watched a young couple sidle in. His arm was tight around her neck, her hand in his rear jeans pocket. He whispered in her ear as they read the menu, then pulled his wallet out to pay for their order. They knew where they were going and where they belonged. Polly couldn’t say the same. Here she was, sitting in some random Nando’s in Chichester, a town that meant nothing to her, offered nothing, with nowhere to go, and no one to turn to. 
As she ate, Polly flicked through her phone, avoiding messages from Rosemary and Michael. Texts from Claire sat unanswered, and she tapped them open to catch up on her friend’s escapades, hoping for a distraction. As she read the last message, she nearly choked on a lettuce leaf. 
 
    It’s a boy. But whose boy it is, is up for grabs. Call me! 
A screen cap followed, pulled from Chrissy’s Insta feed. Her face beamed, a freshly delivered baby on her chest, his olive skin and jet-black hair in stark contrast to Chrissy’s pale complexion and blond locks. And Dave’s. He was perched beside her bed, his face slightly out of focus, but visibly astonished. Polly was equally dumbstruck. A bark of laughter escaped her, and she quickly slapped a silencing hand over her mouth. She hearted the image and tapped out a reply.
 
  WTF!!! Call me when ur up   

Claire’s revelations had been enough to drag her back to reality. Suddenly, the life Polly had turned away from loomed large, giving her something to grasp hold of. She had no idea where she was going, but for the moment, that didn’t matter. A distraction was a distraction—she’d take what she could get. 
With her appetite taken care of, she found a bed-and-breakfast nearby, stopping along the way to fuel the car and get some groceries. By the time she checked into her room and changed to her pyjamas, it was past eight. Claire FaceTimed as she worked through her replies to Michael’s emails. 
“Hey, Pollz! Are you sounding all British again?” Polly smiled for what felt like the first time in days. Claire peered at her. “You look like shit. What’s going on? Oh, how funny is that photo!” 
Polly chuckled as she propped her phone up. “How on earth did you find that?”
“I’ve been cyberstalking the hell out of those two in your absence. That’s what good friends do. The goss around the traps is she’s been screwing around on him for about a year.”
Polly’s mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding?”
“I shit you not! Apparently, Chrissy and this Greek tourist had a thing after the last lockdown or something. She got pregnant but didn’t tell him because she didn’t know whose it was, and he was leaving anyway because his visa was up.” Claire let loose an incredulous guffaw. “Oh my god, how good is karma!” 
“So, what’s…” Polly was dumbfounded. “How…? Is she going it alone or is Dave stepping up?” 
“Oh god, no! This is the best bit. When Adonis heard about the baby, he jumped a plane back. Apparently, he’s smitten. Showed up at the hospital just after the birth, confessed his undying love, got down on one knee, the whole thing! Can you believe it? God, I wish I’d been there.” 
Polly blinked in disbelief. “Ah, when? When did all this happen?”
“Two days ago. I’ve been waiting for you to call. It’s the talk of the ortho-wives.”
“Jesus.” Polly frowned, trying to wrap her head around the news. “I can’t say I’m not enjoying the schadenfreude. Definitely no sympathies at my end.” 
“Hell, no.” Claire laughed, looking positively delighted. “Talk about just deserts. Word is he’s gone to ground, cancelled all his surgeries. No one’s seen him since that night. I don’t think even Alan’s heard from him.” 
Polly sucked on her bottom lip, speechless. Not that the news made any difference to her. Just because he’d been cuckolded didn’t lessen how much of a cheating arsehole he was. But it was still stunning.
“Anyway, how are you, gorgeous? What’s been going on? You starting to settle in over there?”
“Oh, god, no.” Polly frowned. “I’m in a random B’n’B in Chichester, with no clue what I’m doing. So, I’m definitely not settled.” She pulled a face. “Just… mass confusion, to be honest.”
“Really? What’s going on? Last time we talked, you sounded like you were about to get to grips with your next steps.”
“Yeah, well, sometimes when I think I know what I’m doing, I really don’t.” She rubbed her forehead, trying to massage her regret away. 
Claire squinted at her. “What happened?”
How did Polly tell Claire about the last two days? It sounded ridiculous in retrospect, that her mother had connived to separate her from her best friend and had wrecked her life, because Polly had, unknowingly, been in love with her. That was a therapy session, not something you confessed to a friend you hadn’t spoken to in months. She ran her tongue over her teeth. “What’s the mistake you most regret, Claire?” 
“Me?” Claire pouted as she pondered. “Apart from Alan and tolerating his bullshit for so long? Probably my degree major. My dad thought marketing would be a safe choice. I wanted to be a dancer.”
“Really?” Polly replied, genuinely surprised. In all their years of boozy lunches, Claire had never mentioned that. 
“Yeah. I even applied to the Sydney College of Dance on the sly, but Dad said the only tertiary quals he’d support were from Sydney Uni. So that was that. I was good, too. Contemporary dance. God, things would be so different now if I’d had the guts to do what I wanted.” She looked wistful, a sad smile in place. “What about you? Apart from Dave, obviously.”
“I broke my best friend’s heart. I think… because I was in love with her. We haven’t spoken in years.” The leaden weight in the pit of her stomach dissolved as she admitted that miserable truth, a strange giddiness bubbling up in its place. 
“Oh! Is he in Winchester?” Claire looked suddenly hopeful.
“She’s in Canada.” 
Claire took a beat to really hear her. “Why, Polly McAllister, aren’t you the dark horse?!” Polly smirked despite herself. “So, is this confessions and regrets? Did you two…” Her hands filled the screen as she scissored her fingers together.
“Claire!” Polly exclaimed, cheeks burning as her friend cackled a continent away. 
 “Good for you.” Claire’s grin was wickedly wide. “So, when was all this?”
“Uni,” Polly replied wistfully. “But we’d been friends all our lives. Then one night we just…” 
“Wow,” Claire muttered, peering at her. “She obviously did a number on you. The look on your face.” Polly blinked. “What happened?”
“A friend found us together. I freaked out.”
Claire winced. “Gay panic?”
“It was the early two thousands.” She flared her eyes. “I wasn’t thinking about us like that. At least, not consciously. But I think I’d always had a thing for her. I just didn’t realise it at the time. I didn’t have a vocabulary for it.”
“Oh, Polly.” Claire’s smile was sympathetic. “What brought all this on?”
“Being home. Wondering how I got here. Why my life is such a train wreck—”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Claire rebuffed.
“We were supposed to be environmental lawyers in England, Claire. I’d never contemplated moving to Australia. Certainly, never on my own. My life is nothing like I envisaged. If I hadn’t over-reacted… If I hadn’t mucked things up so spectacularly, life would be so…”
“Different,” Claire offered. 
“Maybe,” Polly whispered. 
“Well, it’s not too late to do something about it.” 
“What? No. No.” She hadn’t processed the past enough to decide if it warranted anything more than some conscious grieving and a bottle of gin. “I mean, what would I even…”
Claire’s expression was positively enraptured. “I think you should go to Canada.” 
“Don’t be ridiculous.” 
“Polly.”
“Claire.”
“Polly, c’mon.”
“Good god, Claire, No. I can’t…”
“Of course you can. So many people go to their graves regretting stuff like this. I’ll never be a dancer. I can’t turn back time. But love? Oh, Polly! You’ve got to go.”
Polly laughed at how ludicrous Claire sounded. A teenage crush and a drunken fumble didn’t equate to a lifelong, unrequited love. Did it? “I can’t. I mean… that was twenty years ago. She’s probably married with kids and a dog, and has completely forgotten about me and… No.”
“Polly. Polly, listen to me. How often in life do we get a second chance at a great love…”
“I never said it was a great love.”
“It could be.”
“Claire.”
“Polly.” They glared at each other over FaceTime. “You just told me your life would have been something else entirely if you hadn’t stuffed up. But it’s a stuff up you can do something about. You’ve got time and money. Aren’t you at least curious? Even to find out what your old bestie is up to? Canada’s beautiful.” 
“I can’t turn back time, Claire. You said that yourself.”
“No, but hope springs eternal, Polly, and so does love. Just imagine…” Polly cringed as lascivious thoughts passed over Claire’s face. “Well, if nothing else, you can look at some bears and get yourself some maple syrup. Honestly, it doesn’t sound like your mother is a reason to stay in England. Unless you want to come home.”
“God no.” Polly pouted at the suggestion. “The best thing about being here is being in another hemisphere.” 
“Well, then.” 
“Seriously, Claire. I’ll look like a stalker, showing up out of the blue after so long.” 
“Yeah, but you’re a woman. Not Ted Bundy. The worst that’ll happen is you’ll wig her out a little.” 



Chapter 13
On a wing and a prayer 
ONCE AGAIN POLLY WAS on a plane, on a whim, without a plan. With almost no effort, Claire had convinced her being spontaneous was a great idea. Dave had set her free. What better way to use the time than resolving an old heartache. By the time Polly hung up the call, she had a flight booked out of Heathrow the following afternoon. 
Dealing with her mother had been less clear-cut. Unwilling to hear her sighs down the phone, Poly had texted her plans, including her intentions to seek Mari out. She'd felt rebellious as she'd hit send, and immediately regretful when Rosemary's lengthy reply arrived several minutes later. Her capacity to scold was in no way hampered by phone message. Refusing to apologise, Polly sent her love and told her she'd be back in a week. 
That night she barely slept, her mind awhirl with the possibility she might actually find Mari, that she would be pleased to see her, ecstatic in fact, that… Polly’s heart hammered away as her thoughts skipped from best friends reuniting to something more. The idea sent her head spinning. She wasn’t even sure that was what she wanted. It was likely she was transferring the grief from her shattered marriage to her memories of Mari. It was safer, less complicated, and diverting. But her heart had other ideas. Memories of that semi-drunken night together kept her wide awake, Mari’s whispers clear in her mind. 

As she snapped her seatbelt closed, Polly peered out the window and across the tarmac to the terminal building. “What the hell am I doing?” she muttered, wondering if she still had time to disembark. No sane person flew across the world in search of someone they hadn’t laid eyes on in two decades. She’d could reach out via Mari’s old email address, but she doubted it was in use anymore. Or she could call Mari’s office, but that was too terrifying a prospect. Polly snorted at how preposterous that was. A phone conversation was a little much, but spending two grand on a flight leaving the next afternoon to show up out of the blue was perfectly rational, apparently. And what would she tell her when she found her? More importantly, what did she want to happen? Despite a night of tossing and turning, she was no closer to an answer.
As the cabin crew made their last announcements and completed their walk through, Polly settled back into her seat. The seatbelt sign chimed, and the doors whooshed closed. That was that, then. She was off to Vancouver. She had nine hours to devise a game plan. 

Polly woke to a gentle shake. During the flight, someone had covered her with a blanket and propped a pillow between her temple and the fuselage. 
“We’re getting ready to land.” The young woman beside her smiled tiredly as she rustled about. “What did you take? You slept through some squirrelly turbulence.” 
Polly squinted and stretched her neck and shoulders, trying to shake off her lethargy. She’d slept like the dead the entire flight. “Ah, nothing,” she mumbled, fishing a bottle of water out of her seat pouch. Her head was pounding, and she gulped it down.
“That’s a superpower, then,” her companion replied, looking envious as she wrestled a comb through her short hair. “What’s in Vancouver?” She squirmed about as she applied a fresh layer of deodorant via the neck of her t-shirt. 
“Holiday.” Polly cleared her throat and twisted to look out the window. A thick layer of cloud obscured her view, so she tapped the entertainment screen to see where they were on the flight path. Twenty minutes to destination. The knot in her stomach tightened. 
“Nice time of year for it.” The young woman smiled again. “I’m from Kelowna. Hope you’re getting outside Van.” 
“Van?”
“Couver. What’s on your itinerary?” 
“I’m… just going to play it by ear, I think,” Polly replied, sweeping her hair back and knotting it into a serviceable plait. 
“Cool! Definitely get out of Van, then. Take a ferry to the Island. You can see a lot without having to drive far.” 
“The Island?”
“Vancouver Island. Sorry.” She smirked. “How long are you staying?”
“A week, I think.”
“Oh, that’s short. You can still see—”
“That’s okay,” Polly interrupted, grimacing apologetically. “Not having a plan is actually part of the plan.” She gave her a knowing look. 
“Gotcha.” 
The next two hours were iterations of the same conversation. In the customs queue, and with the customs officer. Her Uber driver into town, and the concierge at the Pinnacle as she checked in. Helpful Canadians everywhere she turned. Which she loved, but by the time she arrived at her room, she was in need of a stiff drink. She’d failed to satisfy the expectations of everyone she’d spoken more than two words to. Apparently, all of Canada thought she needed a plan. She tended to agree. 
Dumping her bags and kicking off her runners, she had a quick look around her room before stepping onto its shallow balcony. Coal Harbour sprawled below, and the North Shore Mountains were stunning in the distance, their pine-covered slopes verdant against a startlingly blue sky. The heavy cloud cover she had woken to on the plane had dispersed into clusters of fluffy white clouds, a perfect smattering for such a picturesque view. 
Despite her hours of flight time sleep, Polly was exhausted. If she didn’t know better, she’d have attributed her fatigue to relief. After so long holding herself together and ignoring the hole in her heart Mari had left, she was finally back within her vicinity. As she showered, Polly marvelled at how grounded she felt and how absurd it was to think seeing Mari again would heal all her wounds. Yet she couldn’t deny her longing. Like background noise, she had drowned out her loneliness by building a new life on another continent. Now that longing was all she could hear, loud and insistent, demanding of attention. And relief. 
Warily, she recognised how charged her hopes were. For a reunion, a return to what they’d had before. And more—so much more. Which was terrifying. Because what if Mari was nowhere to be found? Eighteen years had passed, after all. Gail’s careful conversation had implied Mari hadn’t changed much since their years together, but the woman staring out from her law firm’s webpage was not the non-conforming scruff Polly had kicked around school with. This Mari was polished, proud, and severe, if her headshot was any indication. Even if, behind that perfect curve of plum lipstick, she was still the wild child Polly had loved, would Mari want her the way she had wanted her that night in their student flat? 
Polly gazed at her image in the mirror. She was unsure which was more petrifying, coming face to face with a piece of herself she had buried long ago, or Mari slipping away again. 

Showered and in fresh clothes, Polly spent an hour on her laptop planning her next morning. Mari’s firm was across town, on east Cordova, an easy twenty-minute walk through Gastown. The office opened at eight-thirty a.m. She could fit in a run and breakfast without needing to rush. She thought again about ringing to book an appointment or asking to speak with Mari to arrange lunch or dinner or coffee or anything, but decided against it. If Mari was going to say no, Polly needed her to say it to her face. Coming this far and being turned down over the phone was not an option. Committed to landing on her doorstep, Polly was strangely calm. Resolute, perhaps. 
In need of fresh air and a distraction, she headed out to explore the waterfront in the remaining daylight. 

It was midafternoon, Sydney time, when Polly FaceTimed Claire for their agreed check in. 
“You made it!” Claire looked positively ecstatic. 
“When this all goes sideways, I’m blaming you!” Polly grimaced as she leaned on the balcony railing, the evening air refreshing. 
“How are you feeling?”
“Nervous as hell,” she replied quietly, barely able to admit to herself how invested she was in this trip. 
“Good.” Claire’s eyes twinkled. “That means you’re doing the right thing.” 
“You’re assuming this will go well.” 
“And you’re assuming it won’t. Anyway, you’re there to get answers, right?”
“Yeah.” Polly looked away, that tight hard knot in her gut making its presence felt again. “What if this does go wrong, Claire?”
“You’ll know,” her friend replied, her smile softening. “You got on a plane. If this wasn’t a big deal, you’d have shrugged me off.” Polly couldn’t argue with that. “We haven’t spent much time together since the divorce, but I’ve known you a while, Polly. I’ve always thought there was more to you than I ever saw when you were with Dave. He never really let you be yourself. It was always the Dave show. This is the first time I’ve seen you chase down something outside that job you detest that’s just for you. So, really, what’s the worst that can happen? She’s not interested. You’ll have a pleasant holiday in Canada, then you’ll get on with your life.” 
Polly felt her face go pale. She’d been ignoring the chance Mari might want nothing to do with her. Claire’s words made that possibility real. 
“Oh, wow.” Claire’s face crumpled, her frown consoling. “You’re really invested.”
“More than I want to admit.” 



Chapter 14
Blasting in from the past
POLLY STOOD ON THE sidewalk, fiddling anxiously with her wedding ring as morning foot traffic flowed past her. She was early, thirty minutes early, but had been too on edge to wait at her hotel. Her morning run had been a frantic but cautious hobble on a treadmill, breakfast a gulped coffee and shovelled bowl of granola. Then she’d power-walked up East Cordova, hoping to burn off some nervous energy before Mari’s office opened to visitors. Instead, she arrived early and now stood watching the door like a stalker, wondering if Mari would even recognise her. 
Polly didn’t think she’d changed much since they were teenagers. She was still tall and long-limbed, still wore her hair past her shoulders and parted neatly to the left. Her smile lines had deepened, along with the crevice between her brows, but the smattering of freckles across her nose had never faded. As teens, she and Mari could have been mistaken for family, save for her warm brown eyes, so different from Polly’s steely grey. As for Mari, Polly had needed a minute to recognise her headshot. Still beautiful, but so, so different. What else about her had changed? 
Polly chewed her top lip as she waited for the receptionist to open the door. She watched the young woman fossick around through the front window. When she finally twisted the latch and pushed the door ajar to manoeuvre an expensive potted tree onto the footpath, Polly lurched forward to hold it open.
“Thanks?” Taken aback, she shot Polly a sideways look as she retreated to the reception area. “Can I help you?”
“Yes, Umm.” Polly’s tongue was glued to the roof of her mouth. This was a busy office, already abuzz with conversation and work well underway. Staff walked the passageways, doors opened, phones rang. No one had time to deal with her and her ridiculous reunion fantasy. Her plan now seemed absurdly impulsive and ill-advised. What on earth made her think showing up after all this time…
Then she saw her. Not the Mari she remembered, but so obviously her. Framed in a doorway behind the reception desk, dressed in a starched white shirt and pencil skirt, she cut an imposing, sensuous figure. Whomever she was chatting with said something to make her laugh, and her brown eyes warmed and lips curled just as Polly remembered. She swallowed, a warm flush of recognition—and something else—coursing through her. Some things were definitely different, but she remembered those eyes. And that mouth.
As she pivoted to disappear into the office, Mari’s gaze swept the lobby, passing over Polly, standing motionless in the centre of the room. Then she stopped and looked back over her shoulder, eyes narrowing. “Polly? Polly McAllister?” 
All conversation stopped and faces turned as Mari whirled on a heel and sashayed her way towards her, the crisp edge of her blond bob swinging across the top of her shoulders in a hypnotic counterpoint to her hips. Polly could only stare, mesmerised. The clumsy, passionate girl she knew from her childhood was now a head-turner, a crowd-splitter, a woman who made Polly’s mouth run dry and heart pound.
“Polly bloody McAllister!” Mari’s smile bloomed, and she bit her bottom lip as though trying to contain her happiness. “Oh my god, what the hell are you doing here?” She pulled her out of her stupor and into her arms. Polly stiffened, and Mari promptly released her. Their eyes locked in hesitation before the joyous anticipation that had had Polly on edge all morning won over. With a grin, she flung her arms around her and hugged Mari fiercely. 
“I’m looking for a lawyer. Know any?” Polly quipped, glad her nervous flush was hidden from view. 
Mari stepped back, holding her shoulders as she looked her up and down. “God, you’ve hardly changed at all.” Her lopsided smile suggested it was a good thing. “What are you doing here? Are you here long?”
“Ah, on holiday,” Polly stuttered.
“Well, we absolutely have to catch up.” They looked at each other for too long, an awkward air thickening around them as eyes watched their unexpected reunion. Snapping out of her trance, Mari released her, turned and strode to the reception desk. She plucked a pen from the staffer’s hand and scribbled on a business card. “My personal number.” She handed the crisp white card to Polly, her loopy handwriting scrawled across the list of services bulleted on the back. “I’ve meetings all day but text me. We’ll work something out. Polly bloody McAllister.” She gnawed on her bottom lip again as Polly took the card from her. 
Grinning like an idiot, Polly pocketed it. “Ah, I’d better leave you to it?”
“Yeah.” Mari gave her a familiar, conspiratorial look. “Before the boss cracks the whip.” She winked.
With a snicker, Polly nodded and turned to leave. She gave her a backward glance, caught for a moment by the smirk she’d thought she’d never see again. 

As the front door clicked shut, Mari crossed her arms, her jovial smile slipping away. Of all the events on her ‘you wouldn’t believe what happened to me today’ list, Polly McAllister walking through her door was down in the improbability section. “Shit,” she muttered, and breathed deeply. 
“Who’s Polly bloody McAllister?” 
Mari swung around to find Meg on her shoulder. “Old school friend.” She raised her brows, feigning ambivalence. “God, I haven’t thought about her in years.” 
“Really?” A single eyebrow arched, Meg’s mouth a reproving, tight line. “And yet…” 
Mari gave her a hard stare then turned to retreat to her office. She could sense Meg’s gaze on her, along with the receptionist and junior lawyers lingering in the hallway. “For Christ’s sake,” she grumbled, yanking her door closed. She needed more than a minute to pull herself back together, and she couldn’t do it with an audience. 
Her door swung back open. 
“Oops, not the end of this conversation,” Meg admonished, sealing them in and away from prying eyes and ears. “First off, not professional. At all. But second, who is this?” She gestured vaguely in her general direction and planted her feet. “Because this isn’t my business partner. And it certainly isn’t my wife.” 
Mari’s hard stare was back in place. She’d never mentioned Polly to Meg, not to anyone she knew in Canada, in fact. She’d flown away from the Polly chapter of her past and hadn’t looked back. Polly was just a memory, an addendum. Not worth mentioning to anyone, let alone her wife. Except there were more lies in that story than she could tell with a straight face. Her silence must have registered as more than annoyance at being interrogated, because Meg’s frown softened. 
“Okay, what’s going on, babe?” She bridged the gap between them and touched her arm. “I haven’t seen you this unnerved… well, ever.” 
“I’m fine, really.”
“Mari….”
“Can you give me a minute?” she snapped, then winced apologetically. “I promise we can talk about this tonight, but I just need a minute.” 
“Okay.” Meg sighed. “We have a client meeting in fifteen. You going to be fine for that?”
“Yeah. Yes, of course.” She gave a swift nod. “It was just a surprise, that’s all. It’s nothing to worry about.”
“Don’t believe you on that, but we’ll hash this out tonight. See you in the conference room.”
Finally alone, Mari perched on the edge of her desk and tucked her hair behind her ears. Polly. Her phone vibrated, and she snatched it up to check the screen, but it was only a calendar reminder. “Christ,” she growled, tossing it in her desk drawer, out of sight. “Why on earth did I give her my actual number?” 

Out on the street, Polly stood, dazed, her back to Mari’s office. She fished the business card from her pocket. Her impulse was to text straight away, but that would read as desperate, wouldn’t it? “Nope,” she muttered. “Don’t do that.” She slid the card into the slot in her phone case and shoved it in her jeans pocket. With a sigh, she set off towards her hotel, keen to put some distance between them so she could figure out what had just happened. 
Did that go ok? I think that went okay. As she strolled, Polly went over their brief reunion again and again. Mari had seemed genuinely thrilled to see her. Or had that been surprise? Had she seen a flicker of discomfort before that beaming smile? Mari had always been theatrical, able to read a room in a heartbeat and drop a performance to turn opinions and distract. That talent had gotten them out of countless tight spots as kids and made her invincible in moot courts. Had that just happened, or had Mari’s reaction been sincere? Was she really happy to see her, considering how long it had been? Polly couldn’t say. Don’t overthink this. she told herself. But how could she not? The last time she’d seen Mari, they had just screwed each other’s brains out. She wasn’t the only person at their reunion who knew that. And to walk into her workplace after so many years, without warning? If Mari was pissed and had put on a show for her staff… well, she could hardly blame her. 
Polly’s initial wave of elation deflated, and as she weaved through workers and tourists, she wondered and why on earth she’d thought spontaneously showing up on Mari’s doorstep was the best approach to take.
With time on her hands, Polly did the only sensible thing given the circumstances and went sight-seeing. It was a glorious August day, and Stanley Park was a gentle walk from her hotel, so she spent the day wandering sunlit paths, admiring the redwoods and totem poles and views across the harbour. The beaches were packed with holidaymakers and families, and dog walkers and runners trotted past as she meandered. The environment was diverting and stopped her mind veering back to their morning meeting and whether she had messed things up. 
Late afternoon found her perched on the sea wall at Prospect Point, her phone in one hand, Mari’s business card in the other. She’d been fixated on her friend’s looping numerals for a while, unsure what to do. Not texting would be rude. Not that it mattered. They hadn’t communicated in years. Whatever opinions Mari held about her were cemented by now. But still. A leaden ball of tension twisted Polly’s gut. She didn’t want to screw this up. She needed Mari to be as excited to see her as she had seemed, for her to want to see Polly as desperately as Polly wanted to see her.
“Damn it,” she murmured, and typed Mari’s number into her phone. But her fingers lingered above the keyboard. She was paralysed again, over-thinking again. Great to see you…. No. Delete that. How wonder… No. No platitudes. Polly knew Mari as straight up—with her, anyway. So… 
 
  Hey! I’m in the city for about a week. Would be great to catch up. It’s been too long.    
Her throat constricted, and she gulped down her apprehension. 
 
  Happy to squeeze around your schedule if you’ve time. P.    
Her thumb hovered over the send button. 
It was stupid to be this anxious over something as vacuous as a text, especially when there was no guarantee of a response. She realised then it wasn’t about whether Mari responded, but what they would say to each another if they met again. This morning had been the icebreaker, the shock moment, but what came next would be real or polite, and she wasn’t ready for either. Because their reunion could go in so many ways. She could be back on a plane in a week, their relationship as dead as it was before she’d arrived.
She’d been sitting with the realisation she’d been in love with her friend when they were younger, but what that meant now, she couldn’t say. The chance Mari might still harbour feelings for her, and that Polly’s had never faded, was surreal. But the opposite could also be true, along with all the permutations in between. They might have nothing in common now, that sharp, severe bob characterising Mari perfectly, making her someone Polly no longer liked, let alone could love. Too many hypotheticals. With a huff, she tapped send and jammed her mobile in her pocket.
With nothing else to do but wait, Polly filled the remaining hours of her afternoon and early evening, guided by a tourist map and the need to walk off her jet lag. Thankfully, Vancouver was up to the task. When she returned to her hotel, it was almost seven. With room service on her lap and her phone on the arm of her chair, she watched the evening turn, one eye on the sunset, the other on her messages. As the sky ran through a flashy show of pinks and oranges, her hopes flagged. Eight p.m. ticked by, then nine, with no response. Exhausted, she let the day go. After sending a quick update to Claire, she showered and slid into bed, despondence rushing her to sleep. 



Chapter 15
Derailed
IT WAS WELL AFTER eight when Mari closed her laptop. She’d buried herself in meetings and case notes all day, but it was dark out now. Texts from Meg had been chiming since six, none of which she’d replied to. She had been reluctant to check her phone for fear of seeing an unknown number and Polly’s initial at the bottom of a cheery message. Still, she’d pay—willingly—for avoiding Meg when she got home. She wasn’t prepared to get drawn back into the Polly universe just yet. But the moment she climbed into her car, that was exactly where her thoughts went. 
Polly. God, she looked good. Really good. She’d barely changed at all. Even if she had, Mari would have known those grey eyes anywhere. That flush of freckles across the bridge of her nose and cheeks, the long curve of her neck. She knew every arc and angle of her as though they’d been together only yesterday. She was halfway home before she realised she was lost in thoughts of those eyes, and the woman who had suddenly reappeared in life. She’d spent years forgetting Polly McAllister only for her to show up and remind her of everything she had left behind. 
Mari swung into the driveway and shut the car off. Lights glowed in the kitchen, silhouetting Meg’s in the window. Mari had no desire to go in, unprepared for the inquisition that was coming. Hiding in the dark thinking about Polly McAllister was far more enticing. Polly bloody McAllister, childhood best friend and subject of far too many teenage erotic fantasies. Polly McAllister, who quickened her pulse even now. 
With a long inhale, Mari retrieved her mobile from her tote and swiped her messages open. That dreaded unknown number was on the list, second from the top. She tapped it open and scanned it. The message was non-committal. Safe. No lines to read between. Signed with a P. Typical Polly. An old ache stirred. She pushed her head into the car seat and squeezed her eyes shut. 
The last time they had been together, Mari had over-reacted, but she’d been so bruised by Polly’s fumbling. Their flatmates had been speculating about them for months. Mari hadn’t cared. She’d thought Polly understood how she felt about her. But she hadn’t, and that had stung. Not only her heart, but her pride. When Brian found them and Polly panicked, Mari had stormed out on a wave of sanctimony, running home to shut out the world and Polly’s naïve attempts at apology. Mari’s stubbornness and wounded pride had gotten the better of her. 
Where would she be now if she had just swallowed her pride and stayed? Or returned to university the next day? Anything other than putting as much distance between them as she could. Polly’s rejections had stung so much Mari had lost her way back to her. 
Meg appeared on the front doorstep, then walked over to tap gently on the car’s driver door window. Mari rolled it down. “Can I help you?”
“Just curious how long you’re planning on parking in my driveway. Private property and all.” Meg lent her forearms on the window frame, a whimsical smile curving her lips. She was in a good mood, thankfully, a rarity these days.
“It’s a free country.” Mari raised her eyebrows, playing along. 
“Is it though?” 
“You gonna call the cops?”
“Maybe I’ll just perform a citizen’s arrest. Pretty sure I can secure you inside.” 
Despite herself, Mari smirked. Meg loved a verbal joust, and sometimes it led to other kinds of play. “I’d like to see you try.” 
“Really?” One fine eyebrow arched, and Meg leaned through the window to kiss her softly. Mari kissed her back, suddenly very ready to be inside. “Can I ply you with pasta?”
“You can ply me with something else,” Mari whispered, hooking her finger into the neck of Meg’s shirt to pull her back through the window for another kiss, this one far less chaste. 
Meg pulled back, a little startled. “There’s sauce on the stove.” 
“Then go turn it off.” It took her wife a second to recalibrate. Mari flicked the window switch and smirked as Meg straightened and the glass rolled up. 
Mari watched her walk back to the house, then grabbed her bag and exited the car. Stepping out of her heels, she padded up the driveway and inside to kick the door closed, leaving her shoes and bag in the entrance. She found Meg turning the stove’s burners off. 
“So, who’s this Polly character?” Meg dropped a stirring spoon in the sink and wiped her hands on a towel, watching as Mari drew closer. 
“I’m not interested in talking about her right now.” Mari plucked the towel from her hands and wrapped an arm around Meg’s waist. The last person she wanted to think about was Polly McAllister. 
“Hmmm.” Meg sounded unconvinced, but Mari ignored her as she pressed her back against the bench, her lips at her throat. “For a lawyer, you’re a terrible liar.” 
“For a lawyer, you’re terrible at reading the room,” Mari replied, tightening her grip and kissing her before she could respond. She worked quickly at the buttons of her shirt, the hook and zip of her work pants. 
“Hey,” Meg whispered as Mari’s hand roamed. Mari hadn’t wanted her wife this much in a long time, and she wasn’t about to let the moment pass. “Hey.” Meg’s breath was warm in her ear as Mari slid her hand inside her slacks, fingers impatient. “Hey. Mari…” But Mari kissed her again, aware her embrace was uncharacteristically firm. “Okay, slow down. Slow…hey, hey!” Gripping her shoulders, Meg thrust her away, her brows knitted together in a tight line of concern. “Jesus! What the fuck?!” Chastened, Mari’s shoulders slumped, and she stepped back. “What the hell was that?” Meg glowered, moving out of reach. “Whatever’s going on with you, you need to get your shit together. Right now!” 
With a scowl—more at her own unacceptable behaviour than Meg’s admonishment—Mari turned and pulled up a barstool on the other side of the kitchen island. She raked a hand through her hair, averting her gaze as Meg glared and re-buttoned her clothes. 
“Okay. Clearly, this Polly is someone from back home. Which you never talk about.” Meg turned to retrieve two wine glasses from a cupboard and a bottle of wine from the rack. “I’ve always been fine with that. It’s your business, and it’s entirely your call whether you share that or not. But whoever she is to you, you’ve just brought her into our home.” She poured a glass of Syrah and slide it across the countertop, her expression cold. “So, you need to start talking.” 
“I’ll need more wine than this,” Mari replied, wrapping her fingers around the stem and downing half the pour. 
“Probably better done over food then. I need you not hung over tomorrow. Go shower and change. I’ll dish up, and you can regale me with stories of your past when you’ve pulled yourself together.” From her tone, it wouldn’t be a fun conversation. 

As she shimmied out of her skirt, Mari muttered to herself, cursing her stupidity and the effect Polly was already having on her. She didn’t know how to tell Meg about Polly, how infatuated she had been through school and university. There would be mocking, and that would bite. Meg’s sympathies had waned over time. Sometimes it seemed like she had forgotten they were married, that their commitment was supposed to afford an element of kindness on occasion. Mari would need to prepare herself for her wife’s cross-examination and lack of affinity. 
The shower dumped hot water on her shoulders, and she rested her forehead against the tile, her eyes closed. Polly. Her tentative half smile was all Mari could see. She’d spent hours fixating at her mouth, wondering what it would be like to kiss her. When she’d finally found out, it had been more than she’d ever imagined. Mari had needed years of therapy to excise those thoughts and commit Polly McAllister to memory. But now here she was, a Pandora, lifting the lid on a flight of unrequited feelings and desires. With a curse, Mari twisted the shower mixer to cold. The jolt of ice-water made her squawk, but she held herself under the deluge until she shivered. 
Meg found her in the bathroom, towering herself dry. “Ready to talk?” 
“What do you want to know?” Mari replied, tugging a comb through her wet hair. She glanced at Meg in the mirror, trying to read how pissed she was, but her wife was inscrutable. A bad sign. 
“An explanation would be good. It’s been a day.”
Mari walked past her into the bedroom, swapped her towel for a robe and sat on the bed. Meg hovered by the entrance, expectant. 
“She’s an old friend. It threw me, that’s all.” She towelled the ends of her hair, avoiding Meg’s gaze. Suddenly she didn’t want to share Polly with Meg, to give that part of herself away. Polly was her best-kept secret, a place her thoughts went when she needed to escape, to remember the joys of infatuation, and not having to explain or censor herself. She doubted Meg would appreciate hearing about Mari and Polly, because they would both be strangers to her. 
“Hmmm. I’ve seen things throw you, babe. And you don’t usually come home afterwards and try to assault me over dinner.”
“I didn’t assault you…”
“There wasn’t a lot of consent going on, Mar.”
“I know. I’m sorry.” She raised her hands in supplication, her face awash with guilt. 
Meg crossed the room and sat beside her. She was quiet for a while. “Do I need to be worried?”
“Honestly?” Mari shifted to face her. “I don’t know.” 
Meg raised her eyebrows, and after an uncomfortable moment, stood back up. “When you have an idea about that, get back to me.” Irritated, she walked out. “I’m going to sleep in the guest room.” 
Mari started to protest but thought better of it. Meg was making this about her. There was no point trying to discuss things when she was like this. Alone again, Mari flopped back on the bed and covered her face with her hands. 
She’d spent years crafting a version of herself who could live a good life without Polly McAllister. The woman her wife knew was put together, calm in a crisis, sober, analytical, surgical in her thinking. Resistant to emotional arguments, she was an ice queen at work, and only slightly thawed at home. Mari suspected that was what Meg liked most about her, the lack of maintenance she required. Little did she know it was only because Mari was buttoned down, that when she’d sealed her memories of Polly away, she’d sacrificed an amount of emotional bandwidth. The woman Meg was reacting to was all of Mari on display, for the first time in their life together. And all it had taken to uncork her was the sight of Polly McAllister, a few short sentences, a lungful of her scent, one fierce embrace. 
Mari desperately needed a strategy to manage Polly’s reappearance before her marriage imploded, but the longer she ruminated, the blanker her mind became. Exhausted, she finally gave up and went to bed, but sleep eluded her. She flitted between a trashy novel, Netflix, and staring at the ceiling, but the spectre of Polly McAllister lurked in the shadows of the bedroom. What was she doing in Vancouver? Where was she staying? How long would it take to drive across town to her hotel?
By two a.m. Mari was frustrated and beside herself. Throwing the covers back, she padded downstairs for some water. As she passed through the foyer, she glimpsed her tote and stopped. Her phone. Disquiet flushed through her as she rummaged around its dark depths until she found what she was after. She didn’t dare check her messages until she was back upstairs. With her back pressed against the door, she tapped on Polly’s text. She read it again and again, imagining Polly hesitating over what to type, pressing the tip of her tongue against her top teeth the way she did when she was over-thinking. 
She was in town for a week. That she could handle. 
Mari closed her messages and opened her calendar. She had two big client meetings in the morning, and she’d need to be on form. Meg would want to debrief after, if she was talking to her. She’d be done by three. Twelve hours to wait. Giddy excitement swirled around in her chest, and she balled her hands into tight fists. “Christ, Mar, get a grip,” she whispered into the dark. 
It took her thirty minutes to fashion a reply. When she finally sent it, it said hardly anything at all. 
 
  4pm at the Pourhouse?    
It was all she could manage. Everything she’d typed was riddled with dangerous enthusiasm. She couldn’t afford to communicate just how rhapsodic the idea of sitting in a gloomy bar with Polly was. 
Bone-weary, she tucked herself back into bed, her phone out of arm’s reach. The bedside clock read just before four, but still her mind raced, alive with thoughts of what they might say to one another after so long, and memories of that disastrous, delicious night together. “I’m so screwed,” Mari muttered, burying her head under her pillow. 



Chapter 16
Anticipation 
POLLY WOKE AROUND FIVE, groggy and disorientated, but when she rolled over to check the time on her phone, she snapped awake. A notification glowed on the home screen. From Mari. She sat up and rubbed her eyes before daring to read her reply. 
 
    4pm at the Pourhouse?  
Short and sweet but sent halfway through the night. Mari was either an insomniac, or Polly’s arrival had kept her up all night. She gave it a thumbs up before flopping back, sighing with relief. At least she’d replied. 
When she woke an hour later, Polly couldn’t wipe the smile from her face. As she showered, her thoughts buzzed. What would they talk about? Was Mari really happy to see her? Had her four a.m. text been an excited response, or simply an attempt to do the right thing, to put Polly back in her corner? 
Rummaging through her suitcase, Polly stopped suddenly. What could come of their reconnecting? Messages on social media and a Christmas card once a year? They lived on different continents. Worse, they hadn’t spoken for eighteen years. Then there would be Mari’s inevitable question asking why Polly was Vancouver. Did she lie and stick with the holiday story? A week in Canada with no itinerary and no clue about the city hardly made for compelling listening. Mari could sniff out bullshit from a mile away. Perhaps Polly could spin the distraught divorcee idea. She’d jumped a plane to England on the spur of the moment. Canada wouldn’t be a stretch. Or she could just tell the truth—part of it, at least. 
“Sure,” she admonished, glaring at her reflection. “Because none of this makes you sound like you need therapy.” Old Mari would have thought the whole scenario hilarious, but they weren’t seventeen anymore. Lawyer Mari didn’t look like someone who indulged in spontaneous lunacy for shits and giggles. She looked as if she had her life together, and didn’t have time for frivolous behaviour. Would she take Polly seriously? 
Not dressed like this. Her suitcase yielded nothing satisfactory. Jeans and t-shirts and running gear. All fine for Saturday morning fruit and veggie markets and unwinding in Southampton, but not for meeting her long-lost best friend. Not when Mari looked like that. The memory of her walking across her office blossomed, making Polly’s mouth run dry. She’d looked amazing. Tall, elegant, captivating. And sexy, so damned sexy. Polly had always found Mari stunning but seeing her yesterday had made her heart stop for an instant. When she had hugged her, Polly had nearly jumped out of her skin, her touch electrifying. She hadn’t expected to react so strongly, for that bolt of attraction to race from her chest to her groin at such pace. And there Polly had been, a scruffy mess, in faded jeans and stretched out sweatshirt, her hair marshalled into an unsophisticated ponytail. A train wreck. At least she had looked like a distraught divorcee. But she couldn’t turn up in the tail ends of her wardrobe for meeting number two, not if she wanted to grab Mari’s attention. 

When Mari rose the house was empty. A succinct note from Meg was on the kitchen island. She’d left for the office before seven, taking an Uber so Mari could drive in. That courtesy was poor camouflage for Meg’s state of mind. She’d likely been too furious to drive. It would be frosty at work. 
Despite the prospect of tiptoeing around her wife, a ball of excitement spun in Mari’s chest. Polly McAllister was in town, and they had a date for drinks. At four p.m. She’d be clock watching all day. 
She took her time selecting an outfit. The usual white shirt and skirt was fine for work but would not meet the mark for seeing Polly. The occasion required something more. Meg would notice, but Mari didn’t care. If there was even a sliver of regret in Polly McAllister for how they had parted ways, she wanted to pick at it. Mari had lived for years knowing what she had left behind in Portsmouth. She wanted Polly to know, too. 
It was nearly eight by the time she was ready to go. Her hair was straightened to within an inch of its life, her eyeliner was perfect, the small diamonds in her ears glittered, the vee of her silk blouse provided a flash of cleavage. With a dash of La Labo perfume at her wrists, she was dressed for a night out with her wife, not a day at work. Her efforts wouldn’t go unnoticed, but perhaps Meg deserved a shake up. 
They had been together for nine years, married for six, though sometimes Mari wondered if Meg had married her to protect the assets of the practice. Early in working together, Mari’s cunning had won them a substantive payout on a pro bono case, catapulting them from a dingy backstreet office to newspaper headliners—for several weeks at least. Just long enough to put them on the radar of every queer couple who’d married once it was legalised and now sought the privilege of divorce. Meg was a wolf in the settlement space, and they quickly became the service of choice for all things queer law. Mari’s environmental work became a side gig Meg tolerated, making no money and sucking up resources, but she couldn’t argue. Saving the planet had given them their big start, and Meg couldn’t in good faith shut it down. Mari knew her wife resented that, and her resentment had been souring their marriage for years. 
All of which made Polly’s arrival so fraught. Mari had a small illegal logging case on the books Meg was urging her to ditch in favour of a discrete celebrity pre-nup, but Mari had no interest in yet another shallow PR client. Vacuous money cases had been sucking the soul out of her, and she simply couldn’t face another one so soon after brokering the relationship of Vancouver’s most esteemed venture capital lesbians. No amount of calm discussion had made her case, however. Their disagreements had flared into heated arguments, the last with Meg firing off how manipulated she felt by Mari’s green money stranglehold. They didn’t speak for three days after that, a frostiness that had made things unbearable at home and work. As for their sex life, the last time either of them had been remotely interested—other than Mari’s appalling attempt the night before—had been at a friend’s wedding over a year ago. Champagne was apparently their only functional aphrodisiac. 
So, arriving at the office looking like she was in foreplay mode would definitely cause issues. Still, Mari couldn’t resist. It was Polly. Even if nothing came of it—if Polly sat and told her about her gorgeous husband and two point five kids, golden retriever, and white picket fence—she’d sit there and lap it up just to feel this enlivened by someone again. 

By three, Polly had shopped enough to need another suitcase for her return flight back to London. Unable to decide what was appropriate, she’d amassed a wardrobe for every occasion, which was absurd. They were catching up in a bar. That hardly warranted the effort, or cost, especially if she was aiming to come across casual. As much as she regretted turning up at Mari’s office looking like she’d seen dragged arse-backwards through a hedge, it had probably been the right approach. 
With her head cocked, she squinted at herself in the mirror. This looks far too thought out. For the fourth time that afternoon, she stripped out of her outfit, an expensive silk shirt and tailored trousers discarded on the bed. She gave her hair a shake, flicking her freshly trimmed locks over her shoulder. 
When she eventually left the hotel, she was dressed in jeans, a cashmere sweater and white Common Projects—nothing startling, but just enough crispness to show she’d thought a little about the impression she was making. In the back of her Uber, she rubbed at her palms, her skin clammy as the car snaked its way across town. Nerves. And if she was honest, more than a dash of excitement. 

Three came and went, the mountain of urgent tasks on Mari’s desk refusing to shrink. Instead of tending to the backlog between meetings, she’d wasted time googling Polly, to no avail. She had no social media presence or had locked her accounts down so tightly she was impossible to find. Strange in this day and age. But then, Mari had done the same years ago, scrubbing her social footprint to protect her and Meg from online trolls and hate speech. As copasetic as Vancouver was, it still had a vocal population of homophobes and conservatives. Now and then, their practice Facebook page would be bombarded with hate speech, or the office front window vandalised with homophobic graffiti. Their security consultant advised maintaining a low online presence, just to be safe. She hated it, but when Trump and COVID had rolled through their lives, she’d been glad they were so risk averse. 
Mari doubted Polly’s circumstances were similar. Her inability to find Polly was probably the result of her mediocre search skills, and Polly being under her married name. The thought was demoralising. Mari struggled to recall if she’d been wearing a wedding ring the other day, but the only details that stuck were the smell of Polly’s hair and those slate grey eyes. 
It was nearly four when Mari logged off. The Pourhouse was only five minutes away, but she’d be rushing to arrive on time. She reclined in her chair and didn’t move. Meg had barely spoken all day, waiting, perhaps, for Mari to break the ice, but she’d been too consumed by fantasies of Polly McAllister. Now, as the minutes ticked by, Mari chewed on what she was about to do, and the consequences it would have. 
Polly had broken her in half, crushing her heart and ambition in less time than it had taken Mari to get her upstairs that night. She’d left Portsmouth out of self-preservation, turning her back on everything she’d ever known to avoid the slightest reminder of Polly. Yet here she was, rushing back to the woman who had left her future in tatters, without a second thought for the one she had built her present with. Mari’s eagerness waned at the thought of Meg. As if on cue, her wife walked in. 
“I’m heading home early. I thought I’d cook something special. Peace offering?” She leaned against the doorjamb, her expression non-committal. 
Mari stared at her, conflicted, measuring her reply, anticipating how badly what she was about to say would land. “I’ve after-work drinks. I’m not sure what time I’ll be home.”
“Oh. There’s nothing on the calendar.” Their shared Google calendar was their single source of truth for their life together. If it wasn’t on there, it wasn’t happening. “Who are you catching up with?”
“Polly.” 
Meg’s neutral expression froze, a grim mask of ambiguity. She hesitated, then opened her mouth to say something before obviously thinking better of it. Straightening, she shoved her hands in her pockets. “Okay.” She stared at the ground, measuring her words. “If you’re not too late, I’ll be up. Maybe you can tell me about it when you get home?”
“Sure,” Mari replied, keen to get through the door Meg had opened for her. “I’ll try not to be late. I doubt I’ll be more than an hour or two. I’ve no idea what we’ll even talk about. It’s been an age.” She tried to sound apathetic, but no one bought the pretence. 
As Mari strode down Water Street, her heart hammered, a loud counter beat to the clip of her heels. Guilt and anticipation pushed her along, her gait hampered by the taught hem of the ridiculous pencil skirt she’d chosen to wear. When she arrived at the Pourhouse her cheeks were moist with sweat. She stopped outside to catch her breath and blot the perspiration away, her mind whirling. Giddy excitement vied with a growing self-loathing as she stood between the two women she had loved most in her life. Meg’s peace offering had been a reminder of all they had built together, whereas what Polly offered was unknown. It was a pointless comparison. Was Polly even available, let alone not straight enough to be… what? You’re acting as though Polly is even an option. Mari chided herself, tugging the front of her blouse straight and righting her collar. Finally ready, she pushed the door open and walked in. 
It took less than a heartbeat for Mari to spot her. Polly was sitting at a table halfway down the bar, cell in hand, her attention on something she was reading. Mari stared. She knew the Polly of two days ago—a scattered mess, too concerned about doing and being to care what she looked like. Teenage Polly, leaking out all over the place. This was not that woman. This Polly sat with her legs crossed and head cocked as she scanned her phone, chestnut tresses scattered about her shoulders, her eyes framed by dark lashes, her lips a subtle shade of pink. Dressed in jeans and a light blue sweater, she looked poised, confident, the Polly Mari never dreamed she’d grow into, but a version that made her pulse stutter. 
Mari considered leaving before they saw each other. This Polly was more hazardous than the one she’d left at university so long ago. This Polly could make her forget Meg altogether and lead her so far astray she’d wind up god only knew where. This Polly would be her undoing all over again. Looking back towards the office where she’d left Meg, Mari pondered whether her wife had left already, if there was still time to escape the danger she’d placed herself in, to retreat to the safety of home and Meg’s mediocre cooking. But the familiar excitement of stealing time with Polly ignited a bonfire she was powerless to resist. 
Then Polly looked up, and their eyes locked. There was no going back. 
The smile Mari fastened in place was as contained as she could manage.



Chapter 17
Consciously uncoupled 
POLLY JUMPED UP THE moment she saw Mari, an irrepressible ebullience writ large on her face. She had come, and she looked stunning. A flush of warmth coloured Polly’s cheeks, and she averted her gaze. So much for playing it cool. 
They were in each other’s arms in an instant, hugging fiercely, neither able to contain themselves. When they separated, it could have been any Saturday afternoon in Winchester. 
“What are you doing here?” Mari asked, dropping into an empty chair. “And how did you find me?”
“Google.” Polly grinned. “Obviously. Wait.” She ducked over to the bar, returning a minute later with two drinks. “For old time’s sake.” 
“Oh god, not a mojito. I swore off those when I left the UK.” 
“Chickenshit.” Polly snorted, lifting her glass in a toast. “To old friends.” Mari touched her glass to Polly’s, then took a long sip. “It’s good to see you,” Polly said, breaking the long silence. She could have stared at Mari all afternoon, but it was too early in their reunion for that. “Vancouver. Not where I’d have thought you’d end up.”
“Me neither,” Mari admitted, downing half her drink before setting her glass down precisely in the middle of its cardboard coaster. “We never had a gap year, so I thought, why not? I got work here pretty quickly.”
Polly’s bullshit detector pinged, but she ignored it. “And now you’re a hotshot environmental lawyer.” Mari’s eyebrows arched. “I read an online article about a big settlement you won a few years back. That’s how I found you.”
“Oh, my one big moment.” Mari laughed, looking embarrassed. “Divorce law these days. I practice a little environmental stuff on the side, but nothing substantial. It’s all pre-nups and mediating over who gets the poodle.”
“At least you’re not a corporate shill,” Polly replied, and shrugged. “In-house counsel for an international commercial real estate developer. Digging holes in Indigenous land wherever we go.” 
“Oh shit!” Mari laughed. “Well, here’s to us then.” She held her glass up for another toast. “Living the life of the bottom-feeding lawyers we vowed never to become.” 
“Jesus.” Polly chuckled, relaxing a little. Neither of them was living the dream. For some strange reason, that took some pressure off. “Divorce, huh?”
“Divorce.” Mari grimaced. “So, what are you doing in Vancouver?”
“Divorce.” She smirked, then winced. Mari’s eyes dropped to her hands, taking in the rock on her ring finger. 
“Yours? Oh, Polly. Sorry.” A pained look crossed her face. “Well, should I be sorry? Is it mutual?” 
“Ah, yeah, sure. I think we both agree him screwing someone else for three years means we probably shouldn’t be married.”
“Oh wow. Now I kind of wish you lived in Van. Meg would have him for breakfast.”
“Who’s Meg?” 
Mari hesitated for unknown reasons, and Polly’s stomach clenched.
“My partner. At our law firm.” Another long silence followed. “Also, my wife.” She held up her left hand, the diamond in her wedding ring glinting in the overhead lighting. 
Polly’s face dropped, but she couldn’t do anything about it. Despite her best efforts to keep her expectations low, to save herself from the possibility of a broken heart, there she was, splintered. She searched for something to say, swallowing past the rock in her throat. When finally she managed a reply, it came out as a croak. “Mari, that’s… of course, I’m… I… That’s great. And great you get to work together.” She blinked rapidly, trying to contain her helter skelter reaction. “Um, do I get to meet her? I….” Her shoulders lurched, an abrupt smile spreading as her eyes flared wide. She clenched her fists under the table, nails biting into her palms, the sharp sting enough to stop the spiral. With a rueful smile, Polly laughed. When she looked up, Mari was biting her top lip hard enough to make the flesh turn white. 
“Sorry,” Mari offered, visibly lost for words. 
“No. For what?” Polly fought to recover her composure. 
“Well….” 
Polly grimaced, determined not to let Mari’s revelation upend her. She needed to get them back on track, to not waste the chance at something—anything—with her. “It’s been a while, but surely, we haven’t changed that much. We’ve never had secrets.”
“Hmmm,” Mari muttered, looking down. “That’s not strictly true.” When she met Polly’s gaze again, there was something in her expression that hinted at wretchedness. 
“It was for me,” Polly muttered, unbalanced by an expression she hadn’t seen in two decades. Whatever Mari hoped to hear, her frown suggested Polly had missed the mark. 
“Right.” She sounded melancholic. “Well, anyway. I’m gay. And married. To my law firm partner. In Vancouver. Me in a nutshell.” 
“Oh. Well.” Polly sighed, her smile hollow. “Not gay? Sort of married to a douchebag. In Sydney. My nutshell.” 
“We need more of these.” Mari rose to order another round of mojitos. 
Polly fidgeted with her coaster, trying to regroup before Mari returned. She could do this. This was an old school friend catch-up. Her plunging disappointment at the swift death of a fantasy romantic reunion would have to wait for the privacy of her hotel room. Polly plastered a smile on, mustering what little dignity she had left, and narrowed her focus on how wonderful it was to see Mari after all these years. 
And it was. They talked for hours, sharing the lives they’d been living so far from Winchester. Polly sat with her elbow on the table, her chin on her knuckles as Mari talked about meeting Meg at a law conference, a clichéd hook-up ending in their moving in together three weeks later. Of the cramped, over-priced apartment they’d rented while getting their practice off the ground. The truly terrible mix of morally questionable clients they’d taken on in their early days as they established themselves. All of which got them to weekends hiking and skiing and throwing dinner parties for Meg’s law school friends, an over-priced house in Shaughnessy and a client base of tedious couples bickering about asset division. Mari hated the pretension and bullshit. The avidity and amorality of so many of Meg’s clients and friends and their social circle made her cringe. More mojitos came.
Polly told her about meeting Dave, and sometime during that enthralling episode Mari reached out and took her hand to look at her wedding ring and didn’t let go. 
“So, wait,” Mari interrupted. “After all that, the kid’s not his?” Polly shook her head. “That would be funny if it wasn’t you, Poll.”
“Yeah,” she replied, working hard to ignore the sensation of Mari absently running her thumb across her knuckles, a habit from their childhood that was now so maddeningly erotic. “I probably need a few more weeks before I’m able to laugh about it.”
“What a dick,” Mari growled. “But what are you doing still wearing this?” They both looked at Polly’s wedding ring, her hand so casually cupped in Mari’s. She played with the oversized stone, twisting it around Polly’s finger as if she wondered how it got there. 
“Habit.” Polly winced, trying to quell the quiver that coursed her as Mari’s fingertips grazed her skin. 
“Honestly? When clients come in still wearing these things, it says a lot about how ready they are.”
“Ready?”
“For divorce. End of the road divorce.”
“Really?”
“Hmm,” Mari nodded. “For people who really want out, these things are millstones.”
Polly extracted her hand and shoved her knuckle in her mouth, dampening the skin before attempting to twist the ring off her finger. She seldom removed, so knew it wouldn’t come easy. True to form, the bauble didn’t budge. She tried again. “Do you have any hand cream? Or lotion?”
Mari held her hands up. “Bag free.” All she’d brought was her phone. “Wait, the bar will have something.” Mari got up and talked to the bar staff, returning with a finger bowl of olive oil and some paper napkins. Taking her hand again, she regarded her carefully. “You sure?”
“If you can get this thing off, I’ll cover the tab.” 
“Right. Let’s have at it then.” 
The oil made for a slippery mess, and after Mari had greased Polly’s finger, neither of them could get a tight grip on anything. But Mari forged on, determined to wrest the diamond from Polly’s hand. After a good five minutes, it finally eased free. 
“Yes!” She held it aloft, her grin triumphant. 
Polly looked at her naked finger, then at Mari. The smile slid from Mari’s face, and she dropped the ring in her palm. 
Polly secretly hated her wedding ring, a gauche splash of expense that said more about Dave’s financial position than his understanding of his wife’s tastes. A large oblong cut with sharp edges and an overabundance of facets, it often caught on her clothes and tugged holes in delicate fabrics. Like Dave, it had the nuance of a hacksaw blade. Being free of it felt fantastic, but the symbolism in Mari being the one to liberate her was jarring. From the look on Mari’s face, the moment wasn’t lost on her either. 
“It’s getting late,” Mari muttered, glancing at her watch as she wiped some of the oil off her hands. “School day tomorrow.”
“It’s Saturday.”
“No rest for the wicked.” Mari’s pout was resolute.
“Of course,” Polly replied, working to hide her disappointment. She set about cleaning herself up, but quickly gave up and nudged her chair back to go pay the bill at the bar. As she waited for the barman to run their tab, she stood, awkward and off-balance. They’d been doing so well until Mari had unconsciously uncoupled Polly from her husband. With enough organic lube to keep every lesbian at Dina Shore happy. She rubbed her hands together, trying to rid herself of unwanted evidence. “I smell like a Greek salad,” she muttered.
Mari stood, waiting by the door, a stoney frown in place.
“That was a bargain,” Polly announced as she approached.
“Cheap date,” Mari replied. A blush coloured her neck. 
Polly chose not to react. “Makes a change. I remember us drinking our food budget more than once.” They stepped out onto the street and stopped under a streetlight, neither sure how to end their evening without being awkward. “It’s been amazing to see you,” Polly said, opening her arms in a clumsy invitation. 
“Oh god, same.” Mari smiled, embracing her carefully to avoid leaving oily handprints on her sweater. As they parted, she kissed Polly quickly on the lips, like she’d done every time they’d said goodbye. Polly blinked, stunned. Mari turned away and took a half step up the street. “Okay.” She looked anywhere but at her friend. “So, let’s catch up again before you go, yeah?”
“Yeah.” Polly nodded, watching Mari’s self-consciousness spiral, a strange display for someone who looked so self-possessed. “Just text me. I’ve nothing planned.”
“Great, yeah. Okay.” She fidgeted and stared at her feet. “Right.” She inhaled, locked eyes with her, and nodded. “See you.” 
As strained as it was, neither of them wanted to leave. Polly did the first thing she could think of to ease the discomfort. “Go home, you goof,” and she gave her a shove, her sixteen-year-old self picking up the slack.



Chapter 18
Dog boxes and ex-husbands 
POLLY LINGERED ON THE curb, watching Mari walk away. Her lips tingled from that brief kiss, and she wished Mari would look back before she reached the corner and disappeared. But she didn’t. With a sigh, Polly began the trek to her hotel. 
Her expectations for how the evening might go had been low, but they definitely hadn’t included four and a half hours of cocktails, life histories and gay relationships. Polly’s profound discomfort had refused to dissipate after Mari outed herself. As she meandered, Polly tried to shake it off. Thinking back on their time together at university, Mari’s mysteriousness now made perfect sense. Her queer BFF had likely been dating girls on the sly, if the way she’d navigated Polly’s body that fateful night was anything to go by. So, Mari’s sexual orientation should have been good news. Instead, it felt unjust. Polly had anticipated the fairytale—married to Mr Perfect with the requisite kids, dog, house and career. But this version, the gay version, made Mari more unattainable than Polly could ever have foreseen. A Mr Perfect would have put an end to her fantasies, but a Mrs Perfect? Mrs Perfect meant that if she had reacted differently years ago, the person Mari was heading home to could have been her. 
Making matters worse, fantasising about how their life would look now if things hadn’t gone so awry took no effort. She imagined Mari walking beside her, hand in hers, as they headed home. Drinks were what they did after a busy workday. The office was theirs, a space they had created together to realise their environmental justice dreams. The fantasy was so close, but so far beyond Polly’s reach. It was a bitter pill to swallow.
By the time Polly reached her hotel, she was miserable. She had underestimated how much she had pinned her hopes on a different outcome. A second chance, an opportunity to restart something that had hardly begun. Because seeing Mari again, sitting with her, talking about their lives, had only confirmed what she had realised at her mother’s house—she had been in love with her best friend all along. 
Back in her room, she fetched a glass and a tiny bottle of vodka from the mini fridge and tugged a chair to the window to sit and ignore the view. As she gulped the alcohol down, she wondered whether knowing the truth of her feelings—that this was love lost, a path not taken—was better than never realising why her heart carried scars she couldn’t name. Being so close to a life she could have lived if but for one stupid mistake left her nauseated. 
As she emptied her third miniature bottle of spirits into a glass, her phone chimed, and Claire’s face appeared on screen. Polly had promised her an update post-event. Resigned, she FaceTimed her. 
“Hey, how’d it go? Did sparks fly? Are you…” Claire’s smile faded. Polly’s expression must have been dire. “Married to Mr Wright with kids and a dog, then?” 
“Married to Mrs Wright, with her own law firm, practising environmental law,” she replied with a shrug.
“Shit.” Claire pouted. “Well, good for her, I suppose. How are you doing?”
“I’m drinking.” Polly raised her glass. “It’s strange. I would have been happier if she had married Mr Wright.”
“Would have put a cap on things, I guess.” They were both silent for a while. “You okay?” she asked again.
“No.” Polly’s throat closed over, and she blinked away a hot flash of tears. “Which is stupid, right? It’s been nearly twenty years. I shouldn’t feel like this.”
“Like your heart’s a bit broken?”
“Yeah.” Polly sipped her whisky, avoiding her friend’s pitying expression.
“Of course you should. Christ, have you never watched a rom-com? The world is full of childhood crushes that end up being someone’s adult revelation.”
“You’re not helping.”
“S’pose not.” Claire sighed. “I’m so sorry, Polly. What are you going to do now?” 
She hadn’t planned past meeting Mari, let alone what might come next if their reunion resulted in… this. “I’ve no idea. I’m flying back to the UK in a few days. I think I’ll just take some time to get my head straight. None of this changes the fact I need to deal with Dave and work out what to do with my life.”
“Oh, speaking of which, Alan has been asking where you are.”
“Alan? Why?” Polly frowned, perplexed at the sudden change in circumstances.
“Dave wants to talk to you, apparently, and Michael’s not telling him where you are. I’m the only other avenue he’s got.”
Polly groaned. It had been reasonably peaceful since leaving Australia, and she was in no hurry to re-enter Dave’s sphere of narcissism. “Any idea what he wants?”
“Oddly enough, I do. He’s repentant.” Claire crinkled her nose at the odious revelation.
“Sorry? He’s what?”
“Tail-between-his-legs repentant.”
Polly’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re kidding?” 
“Alan spent fifteen minutes on my doorstep telling me what a joke your husband is. He’s the laughingstock of the ortho-boys, apparently. Can’t handle his business. Alan’s pretty unimpressed, which takes some effort.”
“He hasn’t messaged me.” Polly rose to open her laptop. “I don’t think he’s emailed either.” Her Mac chimed awake, and she waited as her emails downloaded. “Yeah, nothing. If he wants to speak to me, why doesn’t he just contact me? God. That man.”
“Who knows? Anyway, he’s looking for you. Just thought you should know.”
“You didn’t—”
“No! Of course not. Christ, the last thing I’m going to do is sabotage your journey of self-discovery by lobbing a philanderer into the mix.” 
“I hardly think it’s a journey of self-discovery.”
“You’re sitting in a hotel room solo-drinking. That usually only happens when there’s some sort of home truth involved.”
“Jesus,” Polly muttered, squeezing her eyes shut. She felt foolish, having flown halfway round the world like a love-sick idiot only to come spectacularly unstuck. “Was this a mistake, Claire?” 
“Vancouver?” 
“What was the point?”
“Knowing! Isn’t that better than always wondering?”
“Maybe.” She gnawed at her bottom lip. “I’ve spent the last two decades not knowing.”
“And look how that’s turned out.” 

Mari hurried to the office, painfully aware how late it was, and how much explaining she’d have to do once she got home. It was bad enough she’d been drinking when there was an all-in weekend coming up, but making her wife cab in the next morning because she was over the limit to drive home was as irresponsible as it got. The lecture would be grim. But worth it. 
As she sat in the Uber’s backseat, Mari reflected on the evening. They’d both been awkward and uncertain until that second round of mojitos kicked in. But Polly had taken more than a minute to adjust to Mari’s brash coming out. Her face had dropped spectacularly. As the car snaked through Friday night traffic, Mari recalled that expression. She’d last seen Polly wear it the morning she’d left her in their Portsmouth flat. Mari hadn’t been able to make sense of it back then, but it was almost impossible to misinterpret now. Devastation. What that meant, she dared not think. Thankfully, Polly had been swift to recover. After that, they had fallen back into familiar patterns. Comfortable. Intimate. Electric. Because damn if Polly wasn’t still as sexy as hell. Age had done her far too many favours, turning her gawky lankiness into sensuality, her youthful prettiness into a hypnotic attractiveness that had Mari staring most of the night. Life had happened to Polly McAllister. She saw it around her eyes, a sadness there. But her laughter lines were deep, too, etched around a mouth that curled in that same amused, kissable smile. Any reservations Mari had had about whether this Polly could still captivate had dissipated in a flash. She could have listened to Polly talk all night. Among other things.
All of which was a problem. Mari desperately wanted more time with Polly, but her presence was already so disruptive. And buttoned-down Mari was conspicuously absent, a blinding reality her wife wouldn’t ignore. Their carefully managed rift was liable to be levered open by this old infatuation.
The lights were on when Mari’s ride-share pulled up to the house. She checked her watch as she got out. Well past ten. Meg was usually asleep by now. Even when she expected Mari to be late, she never left the lights on. Which meant she was up. Waiting, as promised. Though at this time of night, it wasn’t a good sign. Mari lingered on the doorstep, trying to concoct a story that would avert the impending argument. She didn’t get the chance. Meg opened the front door. 
“Are you coming in?”
“Yeah, I was just…” With no lie at the ready, she clenched her teeth and headed inside. 
“You’re late. And you cabbed home.” There was an edge to Meg’s tone.
“Time got away from me.”
“Apparently. Right along with your two-drink limit. Hey, where are you going?”
Mari stopped on the stairs, making eye contact for the first time. “Shower and bed.”
“C’mon Mar. You owe me an explanation. Or at least some history.”
“Can’t it wait till morning?” Mari was still too full of rum and the Polly effect to recite an appropriately sanitised account of her past to appease her wife. 
“Nope.” Meg turned on her heel and tramped into the kitchen. The click of the gas top igniting echoed, then the gush of a tap as she filled the kettle. 
Mari stood rooted to the spot, trying to conjure an excuse Meg would buy, but nothing came to mind. “Christ,” she groaned and wandered after her. “Can I have some camomile?” She grabbed a bar stool and settled at the island. 
“I searched for your friend Polly. Not much on the web.” Mari’s eyebrows rose, but Meg threw her a challenging glare. “What did you expect? I wouldn’t try to find out who has turned you into this person I suddenly don’t recognise?”
“You’re being dramatic.” That was a lie. Meg didn’t do hyperbole. Being straight up was what made her such a good divorce attorney. 
“Bullshit. I gather you grew up together. She’s part of this elusive childhood you never talk about.” Her tone was dismissive. The kettle whistled, cutting through the silence, giving them reason to take a breath. 
Mari chewed on how to describe her past without making Polly the centre of everything. But there was no honest way to do that. Her childhood had been wonderful, her parents kind and calm, and although they’d not had a lot, they had never gone without. She had no compelling argument to justify avoiding discussing her childhood. No trauma, no heart-rending event to explain her stubborn refusal to revisit the past for anyone, not even her wife. Other than Polly McAllister breaking her heart and wounding her so deeply she still couldn’t visit Winchester without being reduced to tears. Of course, Mari couldn’t share that. She knew she was acting strangely, and this Mari Llewellyn wasn’t one her wife recognised. But she was the one Polly knew. Taking the proffered mug of tea, she realised how satisfying letting her old self out felt and blew out a sigh of relief. 
“It’s okay, Mar. You can just tell me.” Meg regarded her across the kitchen, her expression inscrutable.
Mari gnawed the inside of her cheek, searching for somewhere to start. Throwing caution to the wind she plunged in, hoping for once Meg would afford her a little grace. “I grew up with Polly. From age six, we were inseparable. We were best friends through school and university.”
“Okay. And?”
“She broke my heart. I fell in love with her. Had been in love with her all through high school. We slept together just after we graduated from university. She freaked out about it and said some things…” She shrugged, drawing a deep breath to keep the emotion from her voice. “I took it badly. Very badly. I left England because of Polly.” She watched as realisation swept over Meg’s face. 
“You’re telling me the big trauma you’ve kept silent about all these years is this Polly?” When Mari didn’t respond, Meg turned her back and gripped the kitchen bench, her shoulders hunched. “Are you still in love with her?” 
“It’s been years, Meg.”
“That hardly matters. You never talk about England.” When she turned around, her expression was grim. “You refuse to take me there, to show me where you grew up. You hardly ever go home. Your dad had to be ill before you’d get on a damned plane. Christ, I always thought you’d been assaulted or something.”
“It’s a painful memory. That’s all.”
“A painful memory?” Meg scoffed in disbelief. “A painful memory is your dog dying, or getting an F in chem. A painful memory doesn’t make you never want to go home. Which kind of suggests this is a bit more than that, Mar. And now you’re being evasive. Are you seeing her again?”
“I’m not sure.”
“You’re not sure because you don’t know if you should, or because you don’t know if she’s busy?” Loathing emanated from her.
Mari’s jaw tightened, her frustration showing. Meg’s reproving glare was infantilising. “You’re over-reacting.”
Meg scowled. “You don’t get to do that, Mar. You’re not weaponising my emotions to get yourself out of this.”
“Christ,” Mari snapped, suddenly exhausted by how quickly the discussion was spiralling into another bitter argument. “Out of what? She’s an old school friend! Fine, yes, she stirs up some memories. And some of them are pretty shitty, but some of them are also great. Sue me if seventeen-year-old me is kicking back and having some fun for a change.” That last remark was a step too far, but it was out before she could stop it. “That’s… I didn’t mean…”
“No, Mari, go ahead. Be honest for once.” Meg’s tone was glacial, her scowl harder than usual. “God knows getting the truth out of you can be a chore, so have at it.”
Mari stared, her eyes narrowed. Meg had a talent for pushing her buttons and picking at her soft spots, a calculating spite she refused to acknowledge. When Mari was distracted, Meg could pull her into petty arguments and perilous confessions that cost her dearly over the following days. This was already one of those conversations. She didn’t need to exacerbate the situation by being reactive. Drawing a breath, Mari summoned some patience. “I get it doesn’t make sense to you, babe. It’s not making sense to me right now, either. Polly’s a ghost. A sliding doors moment. Part of me can’t help being curious…” She did her best to sound reasonable. “But she’ll be gone in a few days. I’ll put her back in her box and we can get back to normal.” 
Meg pouted, visibly unimpressed. “I’d prefer you didn’t see her again.”
“Meg.”
“No, Mari. I get to draw a line on this.”
“No, you don’t,” she retorted, unwilling to compromise on anything to do with Polly. She recognised how it looked, but was determined not to cave in. “Christ, Meg. You may not like me being knocked off kilter, but you don’t get to dictate how I resolve this.”
“This isn’t just about you, Mari. This affects me too. You’re standing there telling me you’re curious about how you feel about this woman. Who you were madly in love with…”
“I never said madly.” Mari crossed her arms firmly across her chest, stubbornness setting her jaw. She should surrender for the sake of their marriage, but this was Polly. She’d never made sane decisions when it came to her. 
“You left an entire continent to get away from your memories of her. What do you think that means?”
“I think it means she’s in the past, and I never expected to see her again. She’ll be gone before she even arrived. And I think you’re over-reacting.”
Meg sighed, pouting as she mulled over her response. “We’ve been together a while, Mar. In all that time, I’ve never seen you react this way to anyone. Not even me.” She sounded bitter. “You lit up like a goddamned light bulb. And now you’re distracted. You’re making mistakes—”
“What mistakes?”
“And after last night—”
“I told you I was sorry about that.”
“I feel like I’m living with a different person.”
“Meg—”
“I’m serious, Mari. Sort yourself out. We’ve got the Williamsons in the room next week and I need you on your A-game. I don’t want to come home to whoever this person is, either.” She waved a dismissive hand at her, a bruising gesture that made Mari contract. 
“Noted,” she muttered, eyes narrowed.
Meg sighed heavily and walked out, her shoulders tight, gaze downcast. The hurt was plain to see, but Mari was too stung by Meg’s distaste for who she was in Polly’s presence to want to sooth it. 
“Shit,” she grumbled, once Meg was out of earshot. Dumping her tea down the sink, she pulled a bottle of whiskey from the pantry. 



Chapter 19
In knots 
THE HOUSE WAS EMPTY when Mari finally got up. No note, no text, no voicemail. Meg was beyond pissed. Unimpressed, Mari went back to bed to stare at the ceiling. She hated working weekends and wanted nothing more than to hide under the comforter until her problems dissolved. The atmosphere in the office would be glacial, Meg’s demeanour chilling the team and slowing time to a crawl. A disdain Mari lacked the energy to placate, which would only make things worse. As seven thirty rolled around, she decided to prioritise everyone’s sanity and call in sick. Her text to Meg was succinct. 
 
  Hung over. Taking the day off.   
Another black mark against her, but as Mari sent the message into the ether, an old rebellious urge took hold. 
In the shower, she pondered how to spend her Saturday. Or at least tried to. In reality, her thoughts returned incessantly to Polly, whether she would be free, how they could spend the day together. Meg’s voice rang in her head, over and over. “I’d prefer you didn’t see her again.” But Polly’s grey eyes stared back at her, silencing her wife’s voice, muting Mari’s prudence. She’d scarcely slept, her stomach in knots as she fought the temptation to remember her last night with Polly, of how willing she had been from the moment they had closed her bedroom door. Everything about Polly overwhelmed her—now, just as it had when she was younger. Obsession, their school counsellor had called it, an unhealthy obsession. And here she was again, swamping that old yearning with another icy shower and a herculean refusal to let her hands go anywhere near where she remembered Polly’s had ventured. 
Frozen, she lurched from the shower to the bedroom, towelling herself off and hauling on sweatpants and a t-shirt. Everything she had worked so hard to put behind her was rushing back. Meg was right, she shouldn’t see Polly again. Loving her had destroyed her life, her dreams of London and making her father proud, the future she had worked for, her childhood memories. Anywhere Polly had been was somewhere Mari could no longer look. 
With a start, Mari found herself on the bedroom floor, her eyes wide, chest tight, hands shaking. Her pulse thundered in her ears as she gasped for air. Her head buzzed, the pressure in her chest suffocating, her lips beginning to tingle. Scrambling for her phone, she found her therapist’s number and dialled. The clinic’s voicemail message droned. “Susan? It’s Mari. Llewellyn. I need to see you. Can you call me?” She sat with the phone pressed against her ear as though Susan might miraculously answer. Eventually, the message system beeped and disconnected her. 
Years had passed since her last panic attack, happening when she had finally visited her father in Winchester and he hadn’t known who she was. As though she was some benign stranger, he had happily told her about his feisty daughter and her best friend, and how he hoped one day Polly would see how much his daughter loved her. Since then, she’d buried Polly far down, out of sight. But not really, apparently. Because here Mari was again, struggling to breathe, the possibility of Polly McAllister disappearing from her life again transporting her back to every time the spectre of Polly had loomed and sucked the air from her lungs. Closing her eyes, she started her box breathing exercises, counting mechanically, her voice loud in their empty house. 

 “Mari, it’s been a while.”
Mari stood in the doorway of Susan’s office, dread stopping her from crossing the threshold. It had been two years since her last visit, and she’d convinced herself she’d never see the inside of that room again. But here she was. On a weekend. Her dismay must have been evident. 
“We can go somewhere else.” 
Mari gulped and nodded. Susan had learned that place triggered Mari’s anxiety more than anything else. As they had delved into her past, Susan’s office had joined the list of triggering locations, a repository of tears and half revealed secrets Mari could only revisit intermittently. The coffee shop at the bottom of her building had served as an alternative safe space, its busy patronage a cocoon of distraction, one Mari clearly needed today. 
“How have you been?”
“Mostly good.” Mari sucked at her top lip, her eyes on her coffee cup. Susan waited. “Things with Meg aren’t going well.” More silence. 
Finally, “Okay. Can you tell me what’s happening?”
“We’re arguing.” 
“About?”
“Polly.” 
Surprise flickered across Susan’s face. “The Polly?” Mari nodded. “How has she resurfaced for you?”
“She’s in town.” 
Susan nodded slowly, taking her time before she replied. “I won’t ask how you feel about that. Your calling me suggests nothing’s changed there.” Mari barked an uncomfortable laugh and slid a little lower in her seat. “But I will ask what you want to do about it. We’ve tried talking before about what you’d do if Polly came back into your life. You’ve never been able to articulate that.”
“Jumping right in there, Doc,” Mari muttered, sipping her cortardo. Her relationship with Susan was a love-hate thing—she hated Susan’s blunt questions, and loved not seeing her, but needs must, as the saying went. 
“We can both agree that by the time you stopped seeing me, you were managing your response to having lost her. But there were still steps to go if you wanted to move on. As I haven’t seen you since then, I can only assume you decided not to progress with that.” She paused. “Do you want to put her behind you? You and Meg are still together.”
“I’m not sure,” Mari replied, that strange mix of guilt and excitement boiling away in her chest. Two years of seeing Susan and she still couldn’t move past that one question—what she wanted to do about Polly McAllister. 
What had started as counselling for burn out had quickly led to unpacking a deep mourning Mari had never processed. By the time she stopped her sessions with Susan, she had tools enough to cope with her spiralling anxiety, but no real way out of her grief over losing Polly—the love of her life and best friend. From Susan, she had sensed frustration. Mari knew why. She refused to relinquish that alternative future, the one where they were together, a future that haunted her every decision and her life with Meg. It was unfair, Susan had told her, that Meg was in a relationship not just with Mari but with Polly too and didn’t know it. It was unfair, too, that Mari wouldn’t let herself move on. Or at least take steps to see whether that imagined future was possible. Instead, she was tormenting herself, punishing herself for a mistake she couldn’t take back, but one she wouldn’t forgive herself for. 
“We’ve discussed this before, Mari. Now more than ever, finding some resolution…” She cocked her head. “Have you seen her? Polly?”
“Yes.”
“And?” 
Mari shrugged, fighting back a smile. “We caught up. She’s doing okay. Getting divorced.”
Susan stilled, her brows drawn together in concern. “So, for you, the door is open.” 
“She’s straight.” 
“How do you know that?”
“She’s divorcing a guy.” 
“Which means…” 
“Nothing. Yes, I get that.” 
“Is that the excuse you’re using to avoid seeing if there’s still something there?”
“We haven’t seen each other in eighteen years.”
“But she’s lived in your head all that time, Mari. You think about her, you’re still in love with her, you haven’t forgiven yourself…”
Mari held her hand up, trying to stem the flow of truths. It was too much so soon after seeing Polly’s face crumple as she came out to her. “I can’t be friends with her.”
“Then why did you see her?”
“Because…” She wasn’t willing to say the thing she most wanted. 
“Because you still hope,” Susan finished for her, her expression resolute. “And it’s better to live with hope than it is to know.” 
Mari swallowed and looked away. This was not the conversation she wanted. Time with Susan was about coping strategies, not dealing with the mistakes of her past. That had been their agreement, at least until Susan had tried to pass her on to another therapist. 
“If we’re going to see each other again Mari,” Susan said, as though reading her mind, “we can’t go back to the same avoidance patterns. If that’s what you’re expecting, I’m going to connect you with a colleague who might have more luck helping you break this pattern.” 
“It’s not a pattern,” she muttered, recalcitrant. 
“What would you call it, then?”
“Bloody-mindedness,” Mari replied with a self-deprecating smirk. 
Susan laughed. “Okay, well, that’s progress, I suppose. Let me ask you again. If you could do anything, guilt free, with no repercussions, what would you do?”
“That reality doesn’t exist.”
“We both know that, Mari. But you’re already living a fantasy where you think this situation is sustainable, your mental health won’t suffer, and your wife will continue to ignore what’s probably quite obvious. I don’t think you like living like that. You wouldn’t have called me if you did.” Susan could be annoyingly un-therapist-like. 
“You know what I’d do.”
“I think I do.” She squinted at her, waiting. “But you need to say it.”
“I can’t.”
“Perhaps not progress after all, then.” More silence followed. Susan sighed and finished her coffee. “You have two real options, Mari. You either meet with Polly and talk honestly about the past and your feelings and see what happens. And deal with the mess that’ll likely cause. Or you make the conscious decision to let go of the past and move on. You’ll need grief counselling and probably marriage counselling, but there will be a path forward. I’ve told you all this before. The difference now is how high the cost is for you if you decide not to act. Do you understand? You are the only one who can sort this out.”
“What if she says no?”
“Then at least you’ll be free. But if she says yes…”
“I can’t do that to Meg,” Mari whispered. 
“Honestly, Mari, what you’re currently doing is worse. You’re cheating on your wife with a ghost from your past.”



Chapter 20
Painful truths 
POLLY WOKE LATE INTO the morning with a blinding headache and bilious stomach. She had spent last night working her way through the mini bar, trying to drown her sorrows over Mari’s marital status. Her attempts at short-term emotional numbing had left her feeling like shit. 
“What a shit-show,” she groaned, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. With effort, she heaved herself out of bed and padded to the window to gaze out over the harbour. The view was incredible, but she couldn’t have cared less. Nothing registered beyond the wound Mari had reopened. What the hell was she doing here? What had she been thinking, booking her flight in a first place? Claire thought she was better off knowing whether she still harboured feelings for Mari, but in that moment she couldn’t have disagreed more. She hurt—really hurt. The grief she’d worked through when Mari had disappeared eighteen years ago was back with a vengeance, fuelled by the realisation of what could have been, who they could have been if they had somehow stayed together. But now the best she could hope for was a long-distance friendship with someone who would forever represent a life she had lacked the courage to embrace. A love that had left her. The notion sent her running to the bathroom to throw up. 
Hunched over the toilet, she laughed at the ludicrousness of her situation. She was running around the world like a lunatic, searching for an escape route from her life with Dave, as though the past could resuscitate her mundane and unfulfilling present. Sitting back on her heels, she caught sight of her reflection, sleep-deprived and dishevelled, the same crushed expression she’d worn for much of her mid-twenties as she attempted to start life afresh in Sydney. This was not the reset she’d wanted. “Pull yourself together, McAllister,” she muttered, as she stood. Although she hated to admit it, her mother might have been right. Mari wasn’t the life she should look for.
Stripping off, she stepped into the shower and set the water to cold, the frosty blast shocking her awake. She needed to focus on reality, to put aside childish things and decide her next moves. There was no future for her in Vancouver, and no point in revisiting old ghosts, old feelings, old yearnings. As agonising as it was, she had a chance to close this chapter and start something new. If she was smart, she’d embrace it and do the thing she should have done ages go—move on. 
All of which was easier said than done. She could see Mari’s face, her lopsided smirk. “You can do anything. You’re Polly bloody McAllister,” she’d say. Whatever the hell that means. She rested her forehead against the tile as the water pummelled her shoulders. 
Showered and dressed, Polly opened her laptop and logged into her flight app. She had four more days in Vancouver, far too long to hang around a city with the ghost of love lost. But options to bring her flight forward were scant, hopscotching her around the globe to arrive only a few hours earlier back in London, at astronomical cost. She was stuck in Canada, whether she liked it or not. With a sigh, she switched to a visitors’ information site and hunted for distractions. She’d need them if she was to be in the same city as Mari for the next few days. 
An hour later, her Uber dropped her at the gates of Capilano Suspension Bridge Park. She spent the afternoon wandering the coastal rainforest, marvelling at towering Douglas firs and enjoying views from the treetop walk. Trails offered some peace, letting her mind turn to other things, Mari not among them. 

Mari arrived home well before dusk to find their Tesla in the driveway. Meg was back. Mari’s stomach dropped. After leaving Susan, she’d headed to Jericho Beach for fresh air and thinking space. Not that she’d come to any conclusions, but the sea had calmed her somewhat. As clear as her therapist had been about taking concrete steps to move past the Polly situation, she’d ultimately settled for holding her metaphorical breath until Polly flew home. It wasn’t long to wait, after all. Just a few days. Then she could repair her marriage and her equilibrium. But seeing their car knocked her off balance. For a moment, she considered calling her Uber back. 
Taking a breath, she headed inside. 
Meg was sitting at the kitchen table, a pile of papers in front of her, a glass of wine at hand. She hardly looked up when Mari walked in. 
“You’re home early.” 
“I needed the quiet. Office gossip isn’t the most conducive of atmospheres.” Meg tossed back the dregs of her wine and poured herself a refill. “Are you feeling better?” A begrudging check in. 
“Sure,” Mari murmured, and fetched herself a glass. Meg glowered as she picked up the Merlot. 
“Is that a good idea?” 
“Hair of the Dog.”
“Right.” She returned to her reading, shoulders stooped. 
Mari sighed and turned to leave. She felt Meg’s eyes on her as she walked down the hall, a hostile heat in the middle of her back. Better to let her cool down in her own time. Scooping up the remote, Mari slumped onto the couch and flicked the TV on, the news echoing through the uncomfortable silence. 
“For Christ’s sake, Mar, I’m trying to work!”
She scowled her annoyance and thumbed the volume right down. An overly cheery weather forecaster bounced around the screen, waving at graphics of sun, sun and more sun for Van for days on end. Oh, and the odd forest fire. She flipped the subtitles on so she could read the updates of new wildfires up north. More old growth forest up in smoke. She glowered and took another mouthful of wine. 
Meg walked in thirty minutes later, her arms crossed, and frown locked in place. “Are we talking?”
“Up to you,” Mari replied. She’d need whisky for this, by the looks of it. Getting up, she crossed to the liquor cabinet and poured a nip. She heard Meg sigh. “How was your day?” she offered, hoping to relieve the tension.
“As you’d expect when your partner doesn’t show up.” Meg blanched. “Sorry. I’m trying to rise above, but you’re not making it easy.” They stared at one another across the room. 
“I don’t know how to make this better for you,” Mari replied, her voice flat. 
“Because this isn’t about me, right?” Meg snipped. “Fine. How are you doing? What did you do today to take care of yourself?”
“I saw Susan, actually.” 
That made Meg stop. Her eyebrows jumped, and she perched herself on the arm of the couch. “And?” 
“Doctor patient confidentiality.”
“For god’s sake, Mar.” She lurched back to her feet. “You’re either talking or you’re not. Don’t jerk me around!”
“This is what makes you so easy to talk to,” Mari bit back. “You’re in such a bloody hurry to get to an answer you’re happy with, you leave me no room to work things out.”
“So, you do have things to work out?” 
“Of course I do.” Mari said with a roll of her eyes. There was no point holding anything in. They were already spiralling. Meg would wheedle things out of her, anyway. “I have regrets about Polly. If you were me, you would too.”
“No, actually, I wouldn’t. I’d have found myself a better therapist and dealt with that shit years ago.”
“Well, we’re not all you, so efficient with our feelings.” Stoney silence followed. Mari sighed tersely. “We used to be kind to each other. What happened?” 
“Life got serious, Mar. At least it did for me. Keeping the practice afloat isn’t easy. We have people who depend on us, and a tough client base.”
“I know.” She took a step forward, attempting to reduce the space between them, but Meg backed away.
“Do you? Because sometimes I wonder. You get pissed at having to take on pre-nups—”
“It’s never been what I wanted to do—”
“And I told you when we started out, we’d have to make some compromises to enable you to keep doing the work you’re more passionate about.”
“And when was the last time I did that?” Mari drained her glass and poured herself more whisky. There wasn’t enough alcohol in the world to blunt how she felt about pre-nups.
“Last year. When you burned through two hundred thousand in firm time and resources. Without a result.”
“You knew the risk.”
“Yes, environmental cases are hit and miss. That doesn’t stop them being expensive. And demoralising for the team, especially when they get their arses handed to them on a plate. I accept all that. But you have to accept that when you dig us such a deep fiscal hole, you have to do some dirty work to get us back out of it.” Her resentment was impossible to miss. “So, yes, I get royally pissed when I have to bust my arse to fix things. And when you decide to have a meltdown in the middle of it and not come to work when everyone else is doing more than their fair share, it fucks me off even more. That I have to spell all this out for you…” She threw her hands in the air in frustration.
“Well, that felt like a performance review. Let me know when my wife comes home, would you?” 
Meg scowled. “You first.” 

Alone again in their bedroom, Mari burrowed under the covers, a fort of pillows around her head. She couldn’t remember when she’d last looked forward to heading to bed with her wife, even just to talk or snuggle. Their relationship was all business these days. She sometimes wondered if they knew one another anymore. The Meg she had fallen for would have been patient, compassionate, supportive had she come home in such an unmoored state. Instead, Mari’s emotions were now an inconvenience. Her resentment simmered. As she drifted off, she wondered if now wasn’t the ideal time to decide which of Susan’s two options to pursue. 



Chapter 21
Sticks and stones 
POLLY HAD WOKEN EARLY again, her body clock still out of whack. As sunrise coloured the harbour, she had already dealt with emails from work and Michael. Martin had circled back as promised, checking in with her, confirming her position was still open. Given how upended she felt, she’d been circumspect in her reply. She needed time to make some definitive decisions, no longer ready to close the door on Sydney in case she needed a back-up plan. Her credit card couldn’t support her forever, and who knew how long it would take Dave to roll over on the divorce. Then there were Michael’s emails, a string of requests for information and instructions on how to address Dave’s constant badgering for her whereabouts. Polly couldn’t get over her husband’s hubris. As soon as first light made the streets below safe enough to navigate, she scampered into her running gear and headed out, instructions unsent. 
The first outdoor run she’d had since tearing her heel to pieces all those weeks ago was a relief. The steady rhythm of her stride as she ran along Coal Harbour to join the locals in their Sunday morning ritual muted Dave’s melodrama. As she fell into a meditative tempo, careful not to overdo it on unused muscles, her body remembered and her mind quietened. By the time she leapt up the hotel steps to the lobby, she’d covered an easy ten kilometres, and her feet were back on the ground. 
“Polly!” 
She stumbled to a halt and looked about, surprised anyone would call her name. Mari was walking towards her, a wide grin in place. “Mar? What…” The words died in Polly’s throat as her friend approach. She looked so different in jeans and an over-sized t-shirt. Fresh faced and relaxed, the girl she had grown up with was suddenly standing before her. 
“I couldn’t let you come to Van without showing you around. We’ve still got so much to catch up on.” Her brown eyes flashed with excitement. 
Polly’s mouth opened, then snapped shut. “Okay,” she blurted, a burst of happiness catching her off guard. She’d spent the last hour running away from Mari, only to come full circle. “Aaah, I need to change.” She looked down at herself, clad in sweaty lycra, and pulled a face. 
“Meet you out front in thirty. I’ll go grab the car. We can drive up the coast.” Before Polly could respond, Mari bounded off, disappearing through the hotel doors. 
“What the hell?” She felt seventeen again, swept up in the rush of excitement at the prospect of another stolen afternoon in Winchester. How quickly Mari’s presence transported her away from her troubles. She smiled and jogged to the elevators. 

Mari covered the distance to the office in a flash, her feet carrying her through the crowds of weekend tourists in a rush of eagerness. It was ridiculous how carefree she felt. She’d spent the morning at home hiding under the covers until Meg went to work, imaging showing up at Polly’s hotel to surprise her. The look on Polly’s face had been all she’d hoped for, an explosion of delight at the mention of more time together. Mari had levitated out of the hotel.
When Mari arrived at the carpark where Meg parked their car, she stopped. Whisking Polly away was probably not what Susan had meant when she insisted she face her past. Serious conversations and some decent self-reflection were more her therapist’s speed, and she could visualise her disapproving expression. At least mum will love this. Gail hadn’t crossed Mari’s mind in weeks, and as she pulled keys from her pocket, she thought how ecstatic her mother would be if she knew what she was doing. 
Polly and Mari. Gail had actively nurtured that seed from the outset. An enabler, Rosemary McAllister had derisively called her. How threatening they had been to that woman’s sensibilities. Time and time again, she had pulled Mari aside to chastise her, to lecture her on how inappropriate her behaviour was, how uncouth, unladylike, and unfit she was to be around her precious daughter. Not that she’d ever managed to corrupt Polly the way she’d wanted. But Mari liked to think she’d left her mark somehow. 
As she buckled her seatbelt, it occurred to Mari that Meg would head to the carpark at some point and find the Tesla gone. A pang of guilt shot through her. She was irritated by her wife’s dictatorialness, but her response still felt petty. “I’m just seeing a friend,” she muttered, her phone in hand, the message thread to Meg open. Vacillating, she sent off a quick message. Then she was weaving her way through traffic, heading to Polly, nostalgia and a day playing hooky. Consequences be damned. 

Polly stood curbside, watching cars flow by. She’d quickly showered and changed but spent far too much time fussing over her hair, her nails. Looking at her hands, she frowned. Who was she trying to impress? But when a Tesla pulled up in front and the passenger window rolled down, she couldn’t lie to herself about who she wanted staring at her. With a flick of her tresses, she returned Mari’s wide grin and climbed into the car. “I have to thank your wife for sharing you today.” She gasped as Mari accelerated into a gap in the traffic. 
“Maybe not.” Mari grimaced. “I’m supposed to be at the office today. Big client next week. But what the hell. We can’t not do this. Meg will survive.” 
Polly’s eyebrows rose. A sick day back in Sydney meant a weekend of catch-up work and a downgrading in the CE’s black book. God only knew what the reprimand for dodging weekend work would be for Mari. “Are you sure?”
“Oh god, yes. It’s another high-profile divorce. You’re saving me from a Sunday of abject boredom.” 
“Okay,” Polly replied, a little sceptically. “The upside of being your own boss, I guess.”
Mari scoffed. “Meg’s the boss. I am but a lowly pleb. I’ll get an arse-kicking for this. Just like old times!” She gave Polly a mischievous grin, obviously delighting in her subversiveness. “How many times did we wear it as kids? Christ. Best days of my life.” 
Polly laughed, Mari’s delight contagious. “Okay, let’s do this! Where are we going?” 
“God, if we had more time, I’d take you everywhere. Um, let’s start at Shannon Falls. And then maybe the gondola. The views are spectacular.” 
“Sounds great.” Polly settled back, suddenly at ease, the anxiety of the morning forgotten. If she got another day with Mari, she intended to take it, regardless of the consequences for her heart. 

The drive through the city was electric, though Mari was relieved to be driving. Her eyes flicked to Polly too often as they cruised across Lions Gate Bridge to North Van and the suburbs, past Cyprus Mountain and BC’s coastal beaches. She pointed out sights of note, places to visit, babbling uncontrollably. She could hear herself, how giddy and flirty she sounded, but she didn’t care. Polly bloody McAllister was sitting beside her. After all this time. And she was laughing, apparently delighted with her facts and jokes and stories. 
With Polly’s attention captured by their scenic route, Mari took the opportunity to really study her, to compare the memory she’d held dear and deep with the woman next to her in her wife’s Tesla. Polly glowed. It was easy to forget how much time had passed since they had last been together. Her voice purred as she talked, a low timbre that emanated when she was really relaxed. Or when she’d just woken up. She had never been more beautiful than that morning in Mari’s bed, her hair mussed and lips swollen, pupils large dark pools Mari had drowned in before disappearing beneath the sheets to blow her friend’s mind again. When they arrived at the Shannon Falls carpark, it wasn’t just Mari’s palms that were damp. 
The walk to the Falls was a short, gentle stroll not five minutes from the carpark, but they took their time, enjoying the cooler air and forest scents as they reminisced about adventures Mari’s dad had taken them on as kids. Old English woods with oak trees that had endured more kings and queens than either of them could name. 
When they came to the cascade they stared, awestruck, the thirty metre drop producing waves of spray that tossed rainbows and sun spites in the morning light. 
“Well, this is horrible to have on your doorstep.” Polly looked around, mesmerised by the falls and surrounding forest. 
“Honestly, this is the first time I’ve been here in… five, six years?”
“You’re kidding?”
“No.” Mari slipped her hands into her back pockets. “Work, work and more work.” She grunted resignedly. Weekend work had become far too regular for her and Meg. They seldom made time for this kind of activity, despite places like the falls being so close to home. 
“That I understand. Jeez. How did we get so boring?” 
“Adulting. We got sold a raw deal.”
Polly snickered and offered a lopsided smile. “Tell me about it. Can we quit? I’d like to quit.” She stood with her chin tilted towards the cascade, a faraway look on her face. Hypnotised, Mari stared at her. 
“If I had a choice, I’d wind back the clock to when I was seventeen. That’d be a good age to start again.”
“Really?” Polly swung back to her, a quizzical glint in her eye. “High school was a bit shit, though, wasn’t it?” 
“Yeah, but not all of it.” Mari let her none too subtle comment show in her smirk. Blood rushed to Polly’s checks, and she glanced away.
“Hey, speaking of seventeen, I want to ask you something.” 
“Sure. Shoot.”
“Hmmm.” Polly watched the water mist, clearly weighing up whether she should follow through with her question. “Okay. Mum said some things before I left last week. About getting yanked into the principal’s office when we were kids. Do you remember any of that?” 
Mari couldn’t suppress her grimace. She scrunched her nose at Polly and found a rock to sit on at the path’s edge. How to be honest whilst avoiding their painful past? And how much to share? Rosemary had left her mark on Mari, bitter scars Polly didn’t necessarily need to see. “That pissed my mother off a lot,” she admitted, steeling uncomfortable glances at Polly. “Every time, Rosemary would show up without you. She’d blame me for whatever had happened. Precious Polly wouldn’t…” She stopped and propped her forearms on her thighs, her hands dangling between her knees. “It’s funny now, but it wasn’t then. It nearly got me expelled.”
“Really? Over what?” 
Mari sucked her lip, pondering what to divulge. The memories of those uncomfortable parent-principal visits were all too vivid for her. Her mother had been amazing, but Polly’s? Scathing would be a compliment. And it had done her daughter no favours. For years Mari had watched Polly walk around school, oblivious to the gossip that percolated through their year group. Gail had sat in those meetings, adamant the school wouldn’t censure her daughter for who she was, whilst Polly’s mother had simply denied reality. 
“You can tell me,” Polly prompted. “I think I’m old enough now.”
“Okay.” Mari raised her eyebrows, hoping her friend was finally ready to hear about that chapter of their past. “Through most of secondary, the rumours around school were that you and I were a couple. There was a lot of bullying.”
“What? I don’t remember any of that.”
Mari shrugged a shoulder, recalling Polly’s naivety. “I punched a few boys in the nose when we were first years.”
“No.” Polly looked astounded. “I remember some bitchy girls, but you never hit anyone.” 
“Oh, no, I kicked some shins and flattened some faces. Usually when you weren’t around. During our first year, I think I ended up in the principal’s office… maybe three times, before those little shits worked out not to mess with us.”
“I don’t…” Polly slumped beside her, their knees bumping together. “Why don’t I remember any of this?”
“Because everyone knew your mother. They knew better than to pick on you. But no one gave a shit about me or my family.” It was a cruel truth that galled Mari even now, and had contributed to her decision to head to Portsmouth university. None of those prissy bitches were heading to Pompie. 
Polly leaned against her. “Sorry.”
“Why? It wasn’t your fault. We walked around holding hands a lot.”
“Oh god, we did, didn’t we?” Polly giggled, though something uncomfortable flashed across her face. 
The memory of Polly’s tiny hand settling into her own, pretty much from the first day they’d met, made Mari smile. It never occurred to her there was anything wrong with that. It was simply something they’d always done. Until it wasn’t all right, and the rumours started. She’d put an end to it then, more for Polly’s sake. She didn’t give a shit what they called her, but hearing them say vile things about Polly… 
Mari leaned back so she could observe her properly. “That’s why your mother moved you.” Polly’s eyes narrowed. “Why you went to Southampton. She pulled you out of school before your O levels because she couldn’t stand the gossip.” 
Polly’s frown deepened as she tugged at her fingers, the place her wedding ring used to sit a white line across tanned skin. She went to say something but was silent. 
“The things that woman told you,” Mari bemoaned. “She was paranoid we’d rub off on you, with our working-class taint.” Tucking her hair behind her ears, she cocked a single eyebrow, her glare stern. “I don’t think I’ve ever experienced someone hating me quite like your mother did.” She stopped as a couple walked past, their little boy dangling from their fingertips as they strolled to the viewpoint. “I remember… we must have been about fifteen…” She fiddled absently with an earring, casting her mind back to things she’d happily left behind in England. “A nasty rumour was doing the rounds. We’d just been away on a class trip—overnight—and… god, what were the names of those two blond twats who lived near the Cathedral?” 
“Laura and Ashley,” Polly mumbled.
“God, yes! Who could forget that? Twins named after a home furnishing brand. Anyway, those vile bitches told everyone they’d walked in on us going at it. So, I told everyone Laura had herpes.”
Polly guffawed. “That was you!?”
“That was me, but it was the straw that broke the camel’s back. Principal Hayley told mum she needed to find me a new school. Rosemary…” She sighed. “God knows what possessed her. She just stood up, called me a whore and shrieked that you’d never be back at that school again. You were gone a week later.”
“Jesus,” Polly whispered, her brows pinched together. “Why didn’t you say anything?”
Mari shrugged. “What was the point, Poll? Besides, I thought if you heard what people were saying about us, you’d stop being my friend. I… didn’t want to lose you.” Her smile was empty, and she turned away, old memories stabbing sensitive places. She’d lost her, anyway. It had just taken a little longer than expected. 
“Mari. I’m so sorry.” Wrapping an arm around her shoulder, Polly pulled them together. They were quiet for a while, the import of Mari’s recollections slowly sinking in. They’d lived two distinct realities as they’d grown up together. Polly in her happy, naïve world, Mari in her far less kind one, with the depth of her emotions for her best friend buried deep lest reality confirm the rumour, and it all came apart.



Chapter 22
Another view of things 
THE DRIVE FROM SHANNON Falls to the Sea to Sky Gondola was short but silent. Polly was speechless after Mari’s revelations, and Mari similarly sombre. Polly supposed that explained things to some extent. The sudden upheaval because of "that girl", and why Rosemary spat Mari’s name like a curse, a vile taste. That Polly had been unaware sat like a hot rock behind her sternum. How much had her friend tolerated, and what secrets she had kept—not just to protect Polly from rumours and bullying, but to conceal her feelings and who she was? The realisation was torturous. How could she possibly make up for the torment her mother had put Mari through, and that she had too, because of her ignorance? 
When they arrived at the gondola, Polly bought them tickets for the ride up. They hopped into the tiny yellow pod, and sat side by side, the mountain at their backs. Without thinking, she took Mari’s hand, threading their fingers tightly together. 
As they rattled skyward, Howe Sound came into view, giving Polly something to focus on, a distraction as her mind whirled and a tide of sadness swept over her as she remembered Mari’s bruised shins, and when she had stopped holding her hand in the playground. 
“Stunning, isn’t it,” Mari murmured. 
Polly was unsure if she meant the view, or the reauthorising of her childhood. Her mother could be a piece of work, but to have lied about why they moved, to have hidden all that school-yard drama, and then condemned her friend for the meanness of teenagers, made her behaviour reprehensible. Her chest ached as she thought about what Mari must have suffered through. 
“I love how blue the water is here. It’s from the glaciers, the blue. The lakes in the Rockies are the same. Moraine Lake, and Lake Louise, the famous ones. Sediment or something. I don’t remember, exactly. The Squamish River feeds Howe Sound with glacial melt. We can drive up and take a look after. It’s pretty.”
“Mar?” Polly’s tightened her grip about her hand, and Mari turned to faced her. The brown eyes that met hers were impossibly sad. “Thank you.” 
“Polly—”
“No, I…” She sighed heavily. “I don’t know what to say to you. About any of that. Other than I’m probably going to kill my mother when I get back and… I just can’t believe you dealt with all that on your own.” 
“Hmmm. Well, I haven’t thought about it in years.” Such a bald-faced lie, but Polly let it pass. “Anyway, it was worth it,” Mari went on, staring towards the mountains across the Sound. “We stayed friends. That’s what mattered to me.”
The gondola cabin rattled over the final pylon and rolled towards the landing, swinging gently to a halt. Mari stood, disentangling her fingers, and as the doors bumped open, leapt onto solid ground. Polly followed, subdued, as they made their way through Summit Lodge and onto the observation deck. It was abuzz with tourists, most of whom were enjoying the spectacular views of the Sound and mountains beyond. With hardly a cloud in the sky, the day couldn’t have been more perfect. Save for the regret Polly now shouldered. 
“Are you okay with heights?” Mari asked as they wove through the throng of tourists. A warm breeze pushed her hair about, and she shook it away from her face. When Polly nodded, she set off again, leaving her to follow. 
“Shit,” Polly murmured as she found herself at the foot of a suspension bridge. The wire expanse stretched across a broad gully to a ridge opposite. Mari was already halfway across, unperturbed by the precipitous drop. A couple passed her, smiling as they strode along, single file, towards Polly as she hesitated. 
When Mari looked back at her, the scene felt like a metaphor for their relationship. Mari heading down an unanticipated path, leaving her wavering at what seemed like a precipice. When she finally thought to act, Mari had already vanished. Polly refused to make the same mistake again. 
“Amazing view,” Mari beamed, when Polly stopped beside her. “I need to make more time to come up here. Just to get out of Van, really.” 
“It’s beautiful,” Polly agreed, scrambling for the right words as she gripped the steel wire in her fists. But Mari was off again, as if she could feel Polly’s words coming. “We would have been friends,” she blurted, hurrying after her, struggling to ignore the bridge’s bounce. Solid ground beckoned, and she leapt onto the next viewing platform. 
“What?”
“You said if I’d known, we wouldn’t have been friends. You’re wrong about that.” They both turned to gaze out over the Sound. “Nothing stopped us when I moved to Southampton. I don’t know why you’d think rumours would have broken us.”
“At uni you always made sure everyone knew you were into guys.”
“I was eighteen!” Polly scoffed. “Of course I did. It was humiliating being the only virgin in our flat.” She could see Mari smirking from the corner of her eye. “And after that, well, I never knew what you were doing in that department. You’d disappear whenever we went out, and the next morning you’d say nothing. I just assumed you were hooking up with someone you thought I wouldn’t approve of.”
“I was.” Mari rested against the railing, her shoulders bunched around her ears. From her expression, she was reluctant to have this conversation, but she soldiered on anyway. “There were a ton of curious girls at Portsmouth. It’s a wonder I didn’t develop carpal tunnel. It was a poorly kept secret, though. I just assumed you were turning a blind eye.” 
“Jesus,” Polly grumbled, rubbing a weary hand across her brow, embarrassed by her own naivety. “Honestly, I didn’t know. But it wouldn’t have mattered.” 
Mari stared at her, eyes narrowed. Polly could see the words on the tip of her tongue. But it did matter. It mattered that morning. Mari shifted her attention back to the scenery, leaving the past where it belonged. 
“Does it matter now?”
“No, of course not,” Polly replied, swallowing past her contrition.
“Then we’re good.” Mari’s smile was bittersweet. 
“Really?”
“Really.” 

Or so Mari told herself. This’ll be a long therapy session with Susan. For years she had assumed her friend had known about her queerness but had chosen not to acknowledge it. That assumption had made Polly’s over-reaction that morning all the more painful. Mari had never considered that she’d been clueless about her sexuality. It explained so much but left Mari feeling even worse about having walked out. As they wandered along a short forest trail, Mari took advantage of the serenity to pull herself together. 
“I need to eat. Are you hungry? I’m hungry,” Polly announced.
Her friend’s awkwardness was achingly familiar, and Mari’s angst evaporated. She’d blown off a work day to spend time with her bestie, not run a forensic eye over their unresolved past. Resolute, she slipped her arm through Polly’s, grasping the chance to start afresh. “Let’s eat.”
As the day rolled on, they somehow found their way back to the comfortable symbiosis of their teenage years before their relationship had been upended. Mari watched Polly’s smile brighten as the hours passed, contagious and electrifying. The despair she’d been enduring evaporated as Polly’s effervesce grew. Somehow, Mari’s revelations had set something free in them both, as bitter as it was for Mari. But she let her anguish go in favour of reminiscing and telling stories of bullies and homophobia and gay panic Polly had been oblivious to, but in ways that made her friend laugh, that turned Mari’s anger and pride into superpowers, and the ill-fates of mean girls into hilarious anecdotes she hoped Polly would happily retell to her Sydney friends. 
Eager to prolong the day, Mari drove them through to Whistler, stopping along the way to take in breathtaking views of mountains, rivers and lakes. Another gondola took them to Whistler Mountain’s summit for more vistas and forest trails. Eagles wheeled. Fluffy clouds danced. By late afternoon they were giggling like schoolgirls, walking arm in arm, talking hurriedly about their lives, the scenery, differences between Canada and Australia, old school friends and what they might be doing now, what Gail would say when Mari called to tell her of Polly’s visit—anything as long as they were talking. Not a single second was wasted. They were on borrowed time. 
It was a little after six when Mari’s phone rang. She frowned as Meg’s face popped on screen. “I should take this.” They were parked on the shores of Green Lake, watching the bird life. Mari clambered to her feet and wandered a few steps before turning to gaze at the lake.
“Are you coming home?” 
No preamble. Polly’s eyes were on her, and Mari was aware how stiffly she stood, girding herself for what she knew would be a brusque conversation. The scowl deepened. “Of course I am.”
“Great. Can you come and pick me up since you’ve taken the car?” 
Mari blanched. “No, I can’t. I’m in Whistler.”
“You’re where? What the hell are you doing in Whistler?” 
“Showing Polly around. She’s—”
“You’re kidding me.” Mari glanced at Polly and cocked an eyebrow, praying she couldn’t hear Meg ranting. “What did I tell you!? I drew a goddamned line, Mari.”
“I appreciate that, Meg, but—”
“You said you wouldn’t see her again.” Her voice was sharp, and Mari tucked a hand under her armpit. 
“No. I never said that. You said that.” Mari met Polly’s gaze, her smile taught. “I’ll be home when I can. But it’s two hours back and we need dinner before…” She moved the phone from her ear to stare at the screen. Meg had hung up. 
“Everything okay?” Polly asked as Mari sat back down beside her. 
“Nothing I can’t smooth out when I get back.” She tried to loosen her scowl, but it was stuck fast.
“Should we go?” Polly moved to stand, but Mari set a hand on her shoulder. 
“No point. We’re two hours away. Anyway, it’s far too gorgeous weather-wise to be rushing back. We’re having fun, right?”
“Definitely.” 
But the mood had shifted. Their bubble had burst. Despite Mari’s protestations, they readied to leave. 
“So. What’s next for Polly McAllister?” Mari pushed the Tesla a fraction past the speed limit. Polly had always loved how she said her full name and talked about her in the third person as though she was distinguished. Mari caught Polly’s eyes crinkling happily, and she sank into the warmth that spread through her. 
“That’s the big question.” She pouted, slumping further into the passenger seat. “Dave is going to take some dealing with.”
“Will you head back to Australia?” She kept her eyes on the road for that question.
“Honestly, I hadn’t thought past my week here.”
“You never said what made you come.” 
“Yes, I did.”
“No. You told me you’re divorcing your husband, and that you googled me.” Mari glanced at her in the rearview mirror. The beginnings of sunset lit the sky behind them in the softest gold, setting Polly’s hair on fire. She swallowed stiffly. “But you never said why you came.”
“Oh.” Polly was quiet a moment. “When I visited Winchester there were so many memories. I remembered being so happy. Those sneaky weekends I’d bus up from Southampton…” She shrugged. “It’s ridiculous to expect to be that happy now, but I just felt so far away from who I used to be. And we were such good friends. So, I thought…” The implication went unspoken, that she had flown four and a half thousand miles just to see if her childhood friend would talk to her again. 
“You came all this way to find me?” The idea hadn’t occurred to Mari, and she threw a look at her, unable to hide her shock. 
 “Well, I was at a bit of a loose end.”
Mari barked a laugh and shook her head. “Lucky me.”



Chapter 23
Out of the frying pan
IT WAS STILL DARK out when Polly woke. She’d hardly slept, memories of yesterday with Mari too rich and live for her to rest. But she didn’t mind. It had been a perfect day despite some uncomfortable conversations and revealed truths. Polly and Mari, back together again, just like they had been when they were young. And it felt, well, right. She’d missed Mari’s irreverence and dry wit. She’d laughed that much in someone’s company in years. The parts of herself she’d lost with Mari’s leaving were innumerable, but she’d rediscovered some of them yesterday. 
The friendship part of their relationship seemed to have survived their separation. But there was more between them than that, had been for Mari when they were young, and was now for Polly. She’d been asking herself for days whether she desired Mari that way, and if the yearning that had pulled her over the ocean was more than simply missing her childhood confidante. 
As she stared at the ceiling, Polly breathed deeply. Her senses were still saturated with Mari’s presence. Her fingertips buzzed as she recalled touching her and holding her hand, and she tingled where their shoulders had brushed, or limbs had touched as they’d hugged goodbye. She could still smell her perfume, a soft scent that made her swoon, and beneath it the warmth of her skin, a smell she still recognised. Warm beneath the weight of the comforter, she imagined what it would be like to kiss her again. That night she’d tasted of beer and sweetness, her mouth like honey, her skin a subtle saltiness. Despite being brave enough to let her hands roam and make Mari come, she’d not dared taste that part of her. The mere idea made Polly’s breath catch and sent a wave of heat through her. Was that what she wanted?
She closed her eyes and let her imagination roam, the answer coming swiftly enough. Picturing herself kissing Mari, licking her nipples taught and sliding between her legs to press her mouth against her to suck and tease set her on fire. There was little work for her hands to do to bring herself to climax. As she moaned into the darkness, she blinked, surprised at how quickly she’d come, and how hot the idea of going down on Mari made her. Pushing her head back into the pillow, she squeezed her eyes shut and groaned. What the hell was she supposed to do with that when Mari was married, and she was days away from flying back over the Atlantic? 

Mari rose well before her alarm, the anxiety she’d gone to bed with refusing to let her sleep longer than necessary. It had been near midnight when she’d arrived home to find Meg asleep in the spare room again. Throwing a robe on, she tip-toed to the kitchen to brew coffee and start breakfast. She’d need quite the mea culpa to smooth things over. 
Her wife appeared twenty minutes later, showered and dressed, her expression as dark as her suit. 
“Nice to finally see you, I suppose.”
Mari gritted her teeth, making every effort to keep her expression neutral. “You’re angry.”
“Of course I am,” Meg grunted, taking the proffered coffee and pulling a stool out to perch on. “This woman suddenly appears and you disappear without a word. And you expect me to be fine with that.”
Mari looked away, her mug uncomfortably hot between her palms. “I’m just asking you to be patient.”
“While you swan around with the gorgeous brunette you used to fuck in college? Sure. I’ll sit by and see how that pans out.”
“It’s not like that.” 
“It looks like that. So, what’s next? Is she gone now? Are you coming back to work?”
A frown flickered across Mari’s face. Surely that wasn’t all that mattered? It was hard to tell from Meg’s countenance. “Polly doesn’t leave—”
“For Christ’s sake. So, what? More of this?” She gestured wildly, setting Mari back on her heels.
“We’d planned—”
“No.” Meg set her cup down, the sharp crack of ceramic on stone making Mari jump. “You know what? It’s about time I met this Polly. You’ve work to catch up on. We’ve a mediation on Wednesday, which you’d know about if you’d been at work at all over the last few days. So today, you’re in catch-up mode. Tonight, we’re having dinner with her. I’ll book us a table at Five Sails. I want to see what all the fuss is about.” 
Mari felt the blood drain from her face. It wasn’t so much that her wife wanted to meet the woman Mari had obsessed over for so long. It was what she’d do to her once she had her within reach. “What’s the point, Meg? Honestly. You’re not interested…”
“Oh, I’m profoundly interested,” she hissed. “You’ve made sure of that.”
“This is between you and me. Polly’s got enough going on without being dragged into our drama.” She knew her protestations were pointless, but she had to try. 
Meg glared before walking out. “I’ll text you the booking time,” she called, her voice echoing down the hallway. “You can take a cab to the office. I need the car.” The front door slammed, leaving Mari in silence. 

Polly had drifted back to sleep after her ‘experiment’ but woke to the sound of her cell vibrating on the hotel room desk. Rolling over, she checked the time, stifling a yawn. Seven thirty. Too early for anyone other than Mari. She slipped out of bed to quickly retrieve her phone before retreating back under the covers. Two missed calls. Whatever was going on, Mari couldn’t send via messenger. Concerned, she called her back.
“Polly? Can you hear me?” Mari sounded oddly strained, her voice unusually high. 
“Yeah, I can. Are you okay?” Mari breathed loudly down the phone, hurried quick breaths that seemed out of character. A horn blared in the background, the revving of a motorcycle. “Where are you?” 
“Heading to work. I’m on detention.”
“Oh, no.” She snickered. “Can I bring you coffee?”
“Christ no, I’m pretty sure Meg would stuff you into the shredder if you turned up here.” 
It took Polly a second to register what she was saying, the seriousness of her tone. “She’s not happy, then.” 
“Nope,” she replied, a short, clipped conformation. “And given her mood… well…” 
What Mari was intimating was unclear, but it couldn’t be anything good. “Right,” she offered, unsure of what else to say. 
“Look, Meg has decided we’re having dinner together tonight.”
“Okay.” 
“The three of us, Poll.”
“Oh.” Her stomach dropped, the idea of spending any time with Mari’s wife less appetising than time with Dave. “Why?”
“Because I haven’t been able to explain well enough why I’m spending so much time with you when we’ve got angsty clients.” 
Polly frowned. “You’ve lost me.”
“Christ, you’d make a terrible divorce lawyer.” She sighed loudly. 
The penny dropped, and Polly sat up. “Wait. She thinks we’re…”
“Maybe. I don’t know.”
“Surely she doesn’t…”
“I. Don’t. Know. Poll.” The background clamour dropped away suddenly, and Mari’s voice came through crystal clear. “Regardless, she’s pissed, and for reasons I can’t fathom, she thinks meeting you will put an end to… whatever paranoid delusion she’s operating under.”
Christ, Polly mouthed, feeling none too innocent. If Meg hadn’t been around, she’d have had no qualms trying to make her morning fantasy a reality. So, if Mari’s wife was paranoid, she couldn’t blame her. “The easiest way to deal with this is not to accept the invitation, Mar.”
“Yeah, I considered that. I’m fairly sure that would get us far more drama than a meal and a little interrogation.”
“Why do I feel like I’m being pulled into the middle of something?”
“Because you are.” Mari sighed again. “I’m sorry. Honestly. I haven’t handled this very well.”
Polly tugged at the collar of her night-shirt as she contemplated what might be coming. She could get on a plane and leave the combat zone, but Mari didn’t have that luxury. “What do you need?” 
“Thank you.” Her relief was palpable. “She just needs to see we’re old friends and there’s nothing to worry about. Meg’s a lot of things, but she doesn’t make mountains out of molehills. Not normally.”
Mari hung up, leaving Polly to ruminate on what she was in for that evening. Nothing good, if her intuition was anything to go by. Anxious, she scooted out of bed and into her running gear. She’d need some serious distraction if she was to survive the day and be suitably calm to meet Mari’s wife. 
“This is ridiculous,” she muttered, tightening her laces. “Why am I so worried? Mari is married. I’m about to meet the wife of an old friend. That’s it.” Except she was the wife of an old friend she had spent half the night dreaming about, and the morning masturbating over. Best friends they may have been, but there was nothing platonic about them now. Not for Polly.

Mari immersed herself in work for the day, the hours rushing by unnoticed. It was a relief to have her mind focused on people she cared nothing about, and to do that in the busyness of the office. Except her thoughts strayed. Too often. More than once she reached for her phone to scroll through photos of her and Polly from their day playing hooky. Selfies of big smiles, eyes a-sparkle. Photos she couldn’t show Meg because they looked ecstatic. It was an easy step to imagine she’d never left Portsmouth, that the Mari and Polly in her photos had never lost touch or fallen out, had instead realised what they meant to one another and hadn’t been apart since. That was the imagined future Susan wanted her to face. And one she couldn’t afford to let Meg see. She selected every image of Polly and saved them in a hidden album. 
Meg’s calendar invite confirming their restaurant booking finally came through at three and Mari hurried to update Polly. Staring her phone, she hesitated, wanting to add more than meagre details about time and venue, to warn her about what Meg might do. But what could she say? How did she suggest her wife—as much as she loved her—was a piranha? Unforgiving. Judgemental. Dangerous. All the things that made Meg an incredible lawyer made her a dangerous friend and a terrifying enemy. There was only one side to stay on, which Mari had carefully managed for years, but Polly had no clue what she was in for. Kind, sometimes gullible, always compassionate, Polly was about to stick her head in a guillotine. Mari hoped forty-year-old Polly was savvier than the girl she had grown up with.
It was just before six when Meg barged into her office with an arm full of clothes. She’d gone home and carefully curated a look for Mari, one that was strangely provocative. Her infamous erection blouse was in the mix—a sombre, black and white geometric pattern with stunning lines and a precipitous neckline, a shirt only deployed when they were water-testing the fallibility of a husband under suspicion. As Mari changed, she couldn’t help but feel like bait. 

Meg was subdued until they reached the restaurant. Early by fifteen minutes, they sat at the bar, waiting for their table. She gnawed at a hangnail, her gaze flitting around the room, leg twitching. “We’ve time to kill.” Her brittle voice broke the silence between them. “Want to tell me what you’ve been getting up to, so I don’t look like an idiot at dinner?” The bartender set two glasses in front of them, cocking a surreptitious eyebrow at Mari as he walked away.
“We went to Shannon Falls and took the gondola near Squamish. And Whistler. That’s it. No secrets.” 
“Right.” Meg downed half her pour of Syrah. 
“Hey, slow down.” 
“Don’t tell me what to do. Not today.” By the time the maitre d’ came to seat them, she was already halfway through her second glass.
With the view at her back, Meg glared at the door, her wineglass in her fist. Mari watched her as she sipped her gin, thinking how intimidating her wife looked in that formidable courtroom kind of way. Her legs were crossed beneath the table, her stilettos aimed at Polly’s empty seat, the cut of her shirt a knife’s edge over her shoulders. She could slice through bamboo with a stare. Mari’s palms began to sweet, her throat parched, and she wished for a sudden health crisis—a heart attack or an embolism—something so catastrophic no one would remember this evening. But all she could do was sit and wait and sweat and resist the urge to order another gin. 
Polly appeared at seven sharp. Silhouetted in the light of the restaurant doorway, seeing her made Mari’s eyes widen and her pulse quicken. Whatever Polly was attempting to convey with her attire, being a benign presence in Mari’s marriage wasn’t it. She wore a sumptuous violet dress that draped around her mesmerisingly, showcasing graceful legs, gorgeous curves and a long, elegant neck. Her hair tumbled about her shoulders in chestnut waves, and she swept it across her shoulder as she surveyed the room, exposing skin Mari remembered kissing and licking. Mari struggled to swallow, and fastened a neutral smile in place, but far too late. Meg’s frown told her she had caught her wide-eyed stare.
“Nothing to worry about there,” Meg muttered, forcing a pleasant smile as she stood. They both watched as the maitre d’ pointed Polly towards their table. “You must be Polly,” and she thrust her hand out, grasping Polly’s in a firm grip. 
“Meg? Mari’s told me all about you.” Poise, perfect poise. Mari let out an inaudible sigh of relief. 
“Oh, I doubt that.” Meg tucked herself into her chair as Polly sat. A glance passed between the old school friends and a micro-expression of caution and alarm flashed across Mari’s face. 
“Well, I look forward to getting to know you better.” Polly smiled genially, avoiding the barb. 
“How have you enjoyed your week in Vancouver?” Blue eyes bored into Polly, searching for a tell, a flinch. 
“Mari’s been a fabulous tour guide. Thank you for allowing her to step away from her caseload for a couple of days.” Polly avoided looking Mari’s way, keeping her gaze in neutral territory. 
“Mari does what she wants. I didn’t allow anything.” 
Mari’s eyebrows shot up. “The food here is fantastic,” she blurted, flourishing the menu like a parley flag, looking for any excuse to derail her wife and reset the tone. “The lobster’s amazing, but we usually have the sea bass.” She somehow doubted they’d get past appetisers. 
“Polly might like something different from what I usually have.”
“Christ,” Mari muttered, sighing tersely at the double entendre. Her fingers tightened about her gin tumbler, her jaw clenched. 
“I’m sure everything’s good here.” Polly’s smile was hollow as she perused the menu on her plate. 
“That remains to be seen.”
Another uncomfortable silence followed, and Mari sat anxiously, wondering what would happen next. Then Polly pushed her chair back. 
“Actually, would you excuse me?” She got up, her expression calm as she walked away, but there was a rigidity to her stride. 
As soon as she was out of earshot, Mari scowled. “Give it a rest, Meg, for god’s sake. You wanted to meet her. Here she is.”
“Looking like that.” Meg huffed. 
Mari couldn’t argue. Polly looked positively delicious. Not that she’d admit that. “You invited her to one of the best restaurants in the city. What’s she supposed to turn up in? Birkenstocks and cargo shorts?”
Meg cocked an eyebrow at that, conceding the point.



Chapter 24
Into the fire 
IN THE BATHROOM, POLLY took a minute to regroup. Looking at herself in the mirror, she glowered. She’d known the dress was a tactical error the moment she’d bought it, but she’d bought it, nonetheless. It was a flourish for Mari’s benefit, a provocation, and her expression when she’d walked in had been worth it. But now her choice seemed ill-advised, a nose-thumb at the woman whose good graces Polly was trying to get into. She’d need her A-game if she had any hope of neutralising the wrong impression she’d made, to present herself as harmless to Meg. Not that Mari was helping matters. It was near impossible not to stare at her, to follow the neckline of her shirt to forbidden territory, to let her gaze linger on all the places she wanted to press her lips. “Get a hold of yourself, McAllister,” she hissed, glaring at her reflection. Giving her hair a toss, she headed back out into the fray. 
“I’ve ordered a bottle,” Meg announced as Polly sat back down. “Mari tells me you like a good Pinot.” 
She didn’t, and Mari wouldn’t have said that, but she took the peace offering, anyway. “That’s lovely. Thank you.”
“Mar also tells me you’re in contract law. Real estate?”
And so, the banality of the evening began. Apparently defanged, Meg quizzed her on life in Sydney and Polly obliged with vacuous details of her apartment, her job, her marriage to Dave and the surprise of her divorce. Finally on safe ground, they chattered through three courses and two more bottles of wine. Even Mari appeared to relax a little, though she paid too much attention to Polly as she spoke, and Polly for all her cautiousness was perhaps a little too engaging. She hoped to god the mutual fascination playing out between them was subtle enough to fly under Meg’s radar, because Mari was irresistible. The slightest lick of her lips and tilt of her chin, teasing the diamonds at her earlobes with a fingertip, it all hypnotised Polly, and Mari seemed to revel in her reactions as she chattered to her seemingly unsuspecting wife. It wasn’t until dessert that the effort of civility—and wilful ignorance—got too much for everyone. 
“So, you’re off in a couple of days?” Meg asked. 
Polly nodded. 
“Back to Sydney?”
“Actually, I’m not sure. I have some things to work out.”
“Like what?” Meg perched her chin on her hand, her expression expectant. 
Polly paused, feigning contemplation as she took the measure of Meg. There would be a moment during their conversation when things would turn, but Mari’s wife was subtle, and she might not catch it in time. “Sydney was temporary—”
“But you married an Australian.”
“Yes.” Polly smiled carefully. “But he’s not exactly given me a reason to stay.” 
“Back to England then?” Meg fired back.
“I’m not sure. I left the UK for a reason—”
“Just like Mari.” Her comment seemed to suck all the oxygen from the room. Polly blinked. Mari’s dessert spoon froze midway to her mouth and her eyes widened in slow motion. 
“To practise environmental law?” How Polly managed to slip by that verbal snare was beyond her. “I think my time in that field might have passed. I’ve been out of the loop too long.”
“I don’t know. You’re reacquainting yourself pretty well.” 
And there it was. The fishhook Polly had been anticipating. With nothing left to do but deal with it, she placed her wineglass on its coaster. “I feel like there’s an elephant in the room you’d like to discuss.”
“Well, good for you.” Meg nodded in false admiration. “I did wonder if you’d spend the entire evening trying to avoid the hard conversation.”
Polly crossed her legs and laid her hands in her lap. She thought how glad she was to have never sat opposite Meg in a courtroom. “There’s clearly something on your mind. So, go ahead, ask away.” She smiled, armouring up for what would surely be a tussle and a dance. She’d been here before, more times than she cared to remember, in boardrooms and meeting rooms. Disarming, her boss called her. Their weapon for recalcitrant clients, with her charm and cool demeanour. It took a lot to ruffle Polly’s feathers. And she knew Meg’s type, but she figured Meg knew hers too. 
“Why are you here? You’ve been absent from my wife’s life for eighteen, nineteen years and suddenly, on the heels of your husband’s infidelity, you turn up.” 
“Those two things are less related than you might think.”
“Really? My wife’s college fuck buddy pops up out of nowhere, and suddenly she’s MIA.”
“We were never fuck buddies.” Polly flicked a questioning glance at Mari.
“But you slept together.” 
“Nearly twenty years ago, and frankly, if that’s a problem for your marriage, your issues aren’t with me.” 
“That depends on your intentions, doesn’t it?” Meg replied.
“And what do you think those are? Because all we’ve been doing is catching up on twenty years of lost time.”
“Lost time? Hmmm.” Meg glared at her. “Look at things from my perspective. My week starts predictably enough until you walk into my office. A not unattractive, intelligent woman who turns my wife into a giggling schoolgirl. Suddenly she’s unfocused, making mistakes, not acting like herself, and then she disappears for days.” 
“That’s melodramatic,” Mari interjected. She sat back and folded her arms tightly over her chest, doing nothing to help Polly’s focus as the neck of her shirt splayed open.
“How would you describe your erratic behaviour?” Meg asked, eyebrows arching. Mari glowered. 
“You’re concerned I have intentions? Well, I suppose I do,” Polly replied, shrugging. Sometimes, the safest lie was the one closest to the truth. “Mari was my best friend for more than half my life. I won’t lie and say I wouldn’t like that back. I’ve missed her. That can’t be difficult to understand. You married her, after all.” 
Meg licked her lips thoughtfully, her gaze piercing. “My problem, Polly, is that my wife becomes someone else around you—”
“For Christ’s sake, Meg. We’ve been reminiscing,” Mari butted in. “It’s just nostalgia.”
“If you’d ever mentioned her, Mar, I’d be less concerned.” Meg sat forward and set her elbows on the table, knitting her fingers together beneath her chin. “Instead, I’m supposed to accept the reappearance of someone you’ve never talked about but now describe as the most important person in your life…”
“I never said that!” 
Polly flinched as their voices rose. 
“…and just sit here, while the two of you moon at one another like you could fuck each other right here on the goddamned table!” Meg’s tone was venomous, her scowl threatening. “It won’t surprise you, Polly,” she said, turning her glare back to her, “that I consider you an unwelcome guest in my life.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.” Meg’s fury was palpable, but Polly’s was fast eclipsing it. As Meg growled her suspicions, heads nearby had turned, ears pricked to their exchange. If there was one thing Polly wouldn’t tolerate, it was having her business aired in public. “But frankly, I couldn't care less about whether you approve of me and my presence in Mari’s life,” she countered, her voice low and level. “As for your suspicions, whatever this is that’s going on,” and she wagged a finger at Meg and Mari, “is between the two of you. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it’s old-fashioned jealousy and possessiveness. But as you so pointedly implied, I don’t know you, or anything about the state of your marriage. I’d like to keep it that way.”
“We’re on the same page then.”
“Apparently so.”
“Then you won’t have a problem with staying away from my wife.”
“I don’t believe that’s up to you.” 
“Oh, you’d be surprised.”
Polly’s eyes widened, and she met Mari’s stare. Her friend’s stoney expression gave nothing away, and after a moment’s eye contact, she let it go. With a slight shake of her head, Polly folded her napkin, set it beside her half-finished dessert, and shoved her chair back. “As lovely as all this has been, I think I’ll call it a night. You won’t mind covering the bill, I’m sure, given your incredible hospitality.” With that, she walked away, straining to keep her stride measured. 

Back at the table, Mari raked a frustrated hand through her hair. “You’re unbelievable. What the hell was that?” she spat. 
“That was me taking care of things. Something you should have done days ago.” 
Mari growled and shoved her plate away. “This is what you do. You see a problem and instead of having a calm, rational conversation about it, you bulldoze everyone. Collateral damage be damned.”
“I tried to have a conversation…”
“No, you didn’t. You told me to get my head back into work. That’s your priority.” 
“Of course it is! Do you think this all happens on its own?”
“No. I don’t, actually. No one does. But you’re so goddamned command and control about it no one else gets a look in. That’s on you.”
Meg was silent for a while, brooding over her wine. “You need to see your therapist,” she muttered eventually. 
“We need to see a therapist,” Mari snapped, tossing her napkin on the table. “You’re not safe to drive. We’re cabbing home.” 



Chapter 25
Once bitten 
ANOTHER NIGHT OF BROKEN sleep, though this time Polly spent most of her waking hours seething. She was unsure who she was more furious with. Meg, for her presumption, Mari for letting her be ambushed, or herself for willingly participating in the charade. By the time the morning sky lightened, she was wound so tight she was beside herself. 
Lacing up her runners, she made for the stairs, electing to take the ten flights to the lobby least she bump into someone and bawl them out. The music in her earbuds was deafening, leaving no room for thought as she headed to Stanley Park via Coal Harbour. Anger spurred her along, her feet pounding through kilometre after kilometre, and it took a while before she calmed down. After two loops of the seawall and over twenty kilometres, her rage was finally under control. 
Tuesday morning brought an unexpected tide of runners, dog walkers and families to the park, and as she slowed to an easy jog, she let herself get carried along by their enthusiasm, desperate for distraction. As fatigue kicked in, she stopped for a takeaway coffee and made for Third Beach to watch the morning swimmers. It was oddly meditative, the beach grounding and a welcome source of solace, as she dug her toes into the sand. 
“Okay, Polly,” she whispered as she watched a group of retirees wade out of the water. “Pull your act together.” Her hands still trembled at the memory of their dinner fiasco. Thank god she was in Vancouver. Polly would have died a death if that had occurred in Sydney, where friends or acquaintances could have witnessed it. And how on earth had Mari ended up married to someone so disrespectful? Polly had no appetite for the drama she’d been dragged into. Still, she had one more day left in Vancouver before she flew back to her mother’s, and she was determined not to waste it being livid with Mari. 
By late morning Polly had cooled down. Any concerns she had about Mari seemed to resolve themselves through her inaction. If Mari wanted to repair what had happened the night before, she was making no effort. Polly’s cell was silent, and she would be damned if she would be the one to reach out. 
Perhaps this is better, she mused as she wandered through the forest paths of the park. Just let it go. Reestablishing her friendship with Mari looked too hard when Mari’s wife was so… what was Meg? Territorial? Jealous? A bitch. Polly scowled, hating that that word had popped into her head to describe a woman she didn’t know, and one who likely had good reason to be pissed off. Polly could see her own hypocrisy. She was no innocent bystander. The only thing standing between her and Mari last night had been Meg, a fact she’d foolishly broadcast. She couldn’t be annoyed at being drawn into their marital spat when she’d actively incited a showdown. No wonder she wasn’t hearing from Mari. She was probably too busy trying to save her marriage.
Downing her coffee, Polly cursed her foolishness. She hadn’t come to Vancouver to be a third wheel in Mari’s marriage, but in letting her heart take the lead, she’d likely killed any chance of them remaining friends. 

“Are you getting up, or are you hiding up there all day? Again?” Meg’s voice bored through the bedroom wall, goading Mari out of bed. Throwing the covers back, she grumbled her annoyance. Whatever Meg was doing downstairs, it wasn’t calm. The clatter of something heavy landing in the sink did nothing for Mari’s hangover as she padded into the room. 
“Do you have to be so loud?”
“Good morning, princess Mari.”
“Just… don’t. Okay. You’re angry. I get it.” Grabbing a used glass from the sink, she filled it with tap water and guzzled it down.
“Oh. Great. You get it. That makes all this so much easier.” The microwave beeped and Meg retrieved her breakfast, a stodgy lump of over-cooked oatmeal. The sight of it never failed to turn Mari’s stomach, and she looked away. 
“So, we’re picking up where we left off last night? More pointless arguing. No wonder you were so keen to get me out of bed.” 
“I get this is hard to understand, Mar, but it’s not always about you. I have work to do. And so do you. I’m definitely not leaving you here on your own.”
“Oh, for god’s sake.” Mari looked skyward in exasperation. 
“You’re coming into the office with me, so I know where you are.” 
“I’m not a child, Meg.” Mari couldn’t believe what she was hearing.
“Well, I can’t trust you. Not at the moment,” she snapped. “You have to earn that back.”
“It wasn’t me who trashed things so spectacularly last night. This is all on you.” 
“Oh wow, really?” Meg shook her head in disbelief. “None of this looks problematic to you? If we had a client come in and tell this story, you’d rip their offending spouse a new one.”
“For what, Meg? For seeing an old friend?”
“For seeing an old girlfriend!”
“She was never that. Which I told you. And yes, I’ve never shared that part of my life with you, and she was my first love. But it’s the past. You’re the one making it into something it’s not.” 
Meg looked exasperated as she shovelled more oats into her mouth. “I want to believe you. Really. And if I hadn’t seen the two of you together last night, I might have been able to let it go. But what I saw—” 
“What? Meg, what did you see?”
Silence hung between them, heavy with accusations. To be fair, Mari was all too aware of what Meg had seen. She’d been right to describe their behaviour as mooning, that if they’d been alone, Mari would have eaten Polly alive on the tabletop. And from what she could tell, Polly would have let her. 
“You need to work out what you want, Mari.” Meg placed her bowl down and splayed her hands on the countertop. “I used to think it was me and what we’ve built together, but I’m not so sure anymore.” She let out a slow breath before heading back upstairs. 
“Bloody hell.” Mari groaned angrily and set about tidying the kitchen. 
Nine a.m. came and went, but Mari still hadn’t left for work. The house was now absurdly clean, her procrastination serving a purpose at least, but the more she delayed, the angrier Meg would be when she eventually turned up. Resigned to a miserable day, Mari showered and threw on suit pants and a silk shirt. Checking her reflection, she tried to put her game face on but kept returning to the flash of anger she’d glimpsed on Polly’s face, and how flat her voice had been as she’d excused herself and left. Mari knew Polly’s tells—they hadn’t changed in twenty years. Patient, collected Polly was one of her least favourite. She was ludicrously tolerant, but once she was angry, it took days before Polly was calm enough to talk. Mari didn’t have days.
As her Uber headed towards the city, she replayed last night’s dinner debacle. Meg’s behaviour had been astounding. She couldn’t blame her, but it was still indefensible, for no other reason than how difficult it made seeing Polly again before she left. And Mari couldn’t allow her to leave on that note. 

It was well after two when Mari mustered the courage to get up and close her office door. Meg was in the copy room, out of her line of sight for a few minutes at least. After a moment’s hesitation, she twisted the lock. Phone in hand, she retreated to the back of her office, gulped down a breath, and called Polly. The line rang twice, three times. By the seventh ring, Mari thought to hang up. Then Polly’s voice came down the line. Mari gripped her phone for dear life. “Polly? Don’t hang up. Please.”
“What do you want, Mari?” She sounded hollow, and Mari’s heart stuttered. 
“I need to see you. Please. I’m sorry…”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea. For either of us.”
A long pause. “I know, Polly. But… please. Can we just talk?” The line was silent for a long while, and Mari checked to make sure they were still connected. Then Polly finally spoke. 
“I’m leaving. Tomorrow.” It was a punch to the chest. Mari hardly needed the reminder. “But, okay.” It was begrudging. “Um, why don’t you come by the hotel? We can have a drink at the bar. For old time’s sake.” 
“Old time’s sake,” Mari murmured, trying not to pin any hopes on Polly’s concession. “I can be there about five.”
“Sure.”
The line went dead. Relieved, Mari drooped against the wall, her phone dangling from her fingertips. This was a bad idea, but she couldn’t let Polly leave without smoothing over last night’s horrid display of spite and possessiveness. Two days with Polly had reminded her how much she needed her old friend, regardless of Meg’s thoughts on the matter. Mari wouldn’t let her leave again, not without doing anything she could to keep them connected.



Chapter 26
The last good-bye 
POLLY STARED OUT THE cafe window, her throat dry. She’d been having a late lunch when Mari called and had burned through the last of her courage to answer. Then to say yes to seeing her again? Madness. Her hands shook as she stared out over the water. 
She spent the afternoon watching birds and seaplanes fly across the harbour from her hotel room. The buzz of traffic was soporific. She was cold, but lacked the motivation to pull a sweater on, let alone much else. Exhaustion had crept up on her, the latest emotional rollercoaster having worn through her reserves. Time with Mari had been incredible until dinner when reality had intruded so rudely into the delusion she could reconnect with Mari as though nothing had changed. And that Mari was unencumbered. To complicate matters, new emails from Michael laid out how obstructive Dave was becoming, his insistence on finding and talking to his wife his priority and bargaining chip. The imposition of spouses seemed to be the theme of the day. 
As the late afternoon sun lanced across the floor, she counted down the minutes until she had to go, rehearsing what she might say to Mari that would be enough to give her closure. If that was even possible. 
Five o’clock finally passed, and Polly rose. She caught her reflection as she slipped into a clean t-shirt. She looked weary, worn down by everything that had happened during the last several weeks. With a grimace she shrugged on a blazer and shook out her hair. 
Down in the lobby she waited, watching the minutes pass as guests wandered through. Five ten. Five fifteen. Perhaps Mari had come to her senses, doing them both of a favour. As she gave up waiting and trekked back to the elevators, Polly didn’t know if she was disappointed or relieved. 
“Hey.” A gentle hand caught her arm, and she spun to find Mari, flushed and out of breath. They fell into a tight embrace. “Sorry I’m late,” she whispered. Polly didn’t reply, just held her, unwilling to let go. 
When eventually they parted, Polly led them upstairs to the restaurant, avoiding her gaze. Happy hour had brought in a tide of weekday drinkers, but they found a spot, two stools at the far end of the bar. With gin and tonics ordered, they sat quietly, neither daring to break the silence. 
With a sigh, Mari finally launched in. “Polly, I’m just… I’m so sorry.” She sounded forlorn as she reached out to squeeze her arm, her brows a fraught line of regret. “I should never have said yes to Meg. I knew going in what she’d be like, and I let that happen. I let her….” She broke off, chewing her bottom lip. A quick mouthful of gin. 
“Well, you can’t turn back time.” Polly spun her glass on its coaster, unwilling to own up to her part in things—not yet anyway. That would depend on Mari and what she said next. 
“I know, but I’m sorry. Meg and I… we’re not in the best place right now. And all this has just made things worse.”
“All what?” The bar buzzed as Mari vacillated, and Polly wondered what version of reality she’d admit to, if she’d reveal feelings Polly was drowning in. 
“I’ve never talked to Meg about you.”
“So you said,” Polly replied. Last night’s revelations had surprised her, but then, she’d never told Dave about Mari, either. 
Mari smiled dryly. “Sorry. Look, I…” She swallowed, as though stifling a nervousness Polly was unfamiliar with. “There’s a lot I never told Meg about growing up in England. Mostly because I’ve never wanted to tell her about us. Well, about me, and my feelings for you.” She shot Polly a sideways glance. Polly stilled, willing her on, desperate to hear what she had to say. “That part of my life is for me.” Mari stared at her glass as she swirled an oversized ice cube around. “I’ve never wanted to share our past with her. Mostly because I’ve never resolved what happened. And I can’t tell her that. So, I kept it to myself. Which is not the healthiest thing to do, I’ll admit, but it’s just been easier.”
“Like running away to Manchester?” Polly dared, her question barely a whisper. It wasn’t hard to read between the lines of what Mari was telling her, but she needed to be sure.
“Like running away to Manchester.” Mari shrugged ruefully. “You broke my heart.”
As desperate as she was for an admission, those four words cut deep, and Polly’s throat closed over. She sipped her gin, swirling the alcohol around her teeth, buying time as she carolled her emotions. “I know,” she murmured, finally. “It’s taken me a long time to understand what we were to one another…” Mari’s eyes flared with surprise. “I never meant to hurt you. I didn’t know what I was doing. Well, I knew what I was…” She smiled coyly, glancing hesitantly at Mari. “All I could hear was Brian telling everyone. And I was confused about what that meant for me. I didn’t realise how much I loved you. That I loved you that way.” A long pause followed as the weight of those words settle on them both, to hang heavy between them, and Mari’s shoulders sagged. “And then you were gone. I didn’t know how to get you back.”
“So, if I’d…?” Mari’s face was pale as she held her gaze, unable to voice the question so obviously plaguing them both. 
“I don’t know,” Polly whispered, unable to look at her any longer. “I honestly don’t know.” 
They sat in silence, both consumed by thoughts of what could have been. Glasses were emptied and replaced. Gins sipped resignedly. Conversations bubbled around them. Then Mari’s whisper cut through the chatter.
“What do we do now?” 
Polly hardly dared think the question let alone answer it. The pain of a lost past was unbearable, but still they huddled together in the bar’s dim light, caught by an undeniable pull. “I don’t know. But I realised yesterday how much I’ve missed you.” She smiled half-heartedly. The consolation prize. “I’ve had no one to talk to for nearly twenty years. The only person who tells me about their period just over shares.” Her laugh was hollow. Mari snorted and put her glass down to avoid spilling her drink. “And Dave. Jesus. Why did I marry him?” Polly shook her head in bewilderment, her eyes distant. To have given her heart to Mari and ended up with Dave seemed so paradoxical. 
“There must have been something,” Mari muttered, shifting uncomfortably on her stool. Her cheeks flushed and she wet her lips, her eyes flicking between Polly’s hands and mouth. 
Polly stared back, that familiar electricity sparking between them again. She swallowed, daring herself to go where she knew she shouldn’t. But she had to—they were finally being honest about the past. “Not the right thing, Mar. I think Dave was a convenient choice when I didn’t know what I wanted. Or how to get back to what I wanted.” It was as close as she could get to a truth she was still coming to terms with, but it was close enough. Mari’s eyebrows danced in astonishment, and what Polly read as anguish. Blinking, Mari looked away. 
“Polly…”
“Wait, just…” She reached out to grasp her hand. “I’m not suggesting…” The implication hung in the air, too dangerous to put words to. “Spending time with you again—”
“Yeah,” Mari breathed.
“You’ve a life. I’ve something that used to resemble a life. And we’re not in our twenties anymore.” The diamond in Mari’s wedding ring was sharp against Polly’s thumb as she worried at it, a painful reminder of the reality of their situation. “We’ve moved on. From that, I guess. But I don’t want to go back to not having you in my life. You remind me of who I used to be, and I like that person. A lot more than I like who I’ve become without you.” She laughed lightly, her smile tepid. “I’m not sure how we do that,” Polly admitted, though every part of her desperately wanted to find a way. Despite Meg and having to navigate the complexities in Mari’s relationship to even talk to her anymore, and the complications of her own life and a future she had yet to create. Despite the stirring of old and new desires that left no space for simple friendship. Despite her anger at being drawn into their turmoil when she had enough of her own. 
“Me either,” Mari finally replied, and silence settled over them again.
“Do you think it’s possible to love someone your entire life without knowing?” Polly’s question caught Mari off guard. Her mouth fell open, and she looked away to spin her glass around distractedly. Polly stared as she fidgeted, hypnotised by Mari’s ministrations. The things she remembered those fingers doing to her. She struggled to swallow past the dryness in her throat. “I don’t have the right to ask that. It’s unfair. But you’ve had twenty years to move on, and I’m only just arriving.” Polly’s gaze was full of hope as Mari stared back at her, wide-eyed. “It’s as though I’m finally catching up with myself. I think you took part of me with you when you left. I’ve had to find you to realise that.” 
“Christ, Polly,” Mari muttered, squirming against the heat building where their legs pressed together. 
“Have you been thinking about us? I’ve been remembering… everything.” When Polly dared meet her gaze, Mari’s brown eyes were enormous, and she’d stopped breathing. Polly was being unfair, opening a door she had no right to open, but she was drowning in Mari’s scent, her nearness pulling at her, fuelling a need she could barely contain. And from Mari’s face, she needed her just as much. 
“Poll…”
“Shhhh, before I lose my nerve.” She didn’t wait to see if Mari would pull away. Her arm was already around Polly’s waist when she kissed her. 
Whatever sense of homecoming Polly had been searching for since setting foot back in England was in their embrace. They kissed like old lovers, familiar, sure of one another, unquestioning. There were no hesitations as they pulled apart to catch a breath before falling into one another again, the buzz of the bar and glances of patrons lost to them. 
“Come up,” Polly whispered, pressing her lips to the soft skin beneath her ear as Mari tilted her chin to her caresses. A shiver went through her as Polly breathed against her neck. “Please?” She slid off her barstool and tugged Mari along. Fingers entwined, they made for the elevators, eyes averted, unable to look at each other least sober minds prevail. When the doors opened and they stepped inside, Polly drew her close again, brushing her cheek against hers. She smelled warm and familiar, and Mari’s hand at the small of her back made her chest burn. 
As the elevator doors slid shut, a sharp-suited man thrust his hand into the gap. Halfway into the elevator, his eyes flared as he realised what he was interrupting. Polly met his gaze unapologetically and reached out to push the button to close the doors. Startled, he hopped back into the lobby. She fished her room card from her pocket and tapped the sensor, then the tenth-floor button before turning her attentions back to Mari. 
“What are we doing?” Mari whispered, her fingers twisting in the fabric of Polly’s t-shirt, her breath hot against her neck. 
“What we’ve both been thinking about for days,” Polly replied. She licked her lips at the thought of pressing against her, alone in the elevator. 
“God, Polly.” 
They gazed at each other for the longest time before Polly kissed her again. She tasted of juniper, and as Mari buried her hands in her hair, Polly wondered if she wasn’t making her a little drunk. 
The elevator chimed, delivering them to Polly’s floor, her room only a few feet away. They stumbled as they walked and kissed, and when she got her door open, Mari urged her inside. Impatient hands shoved Polly’s blazer from her shoulders, her t-shirt dropping to the floor beside it. Mari licked and kissed an amorous path from Polly’s mouth to her throat to the flesh between her breasts as she worked at her belt and the dome of her jeans. Sliding a thigh between her legs, she gripped Polly’s hips and tugged her close. 
Polly remembered how impatient Mari had been the first time that night, desperate to run her hands over her, to taste her. It had been a swirl of discovery, and she’d let it happen, let Mari find her way into her. But now Polly’s breathlessness matched hers as they fumbled at buttons and belts and zippers, both desperate for the feel of bare skin, the warm press of flesh. 
Naked, they stared at one another other, the air around them full of frisson and desire. Mari’s eyes fell away, lingering on Polly’s mouth, then her throat. She reached up to slip her finger under the gold chain encircling Polly’s neck, drawing her forward until thighs and breasts touched. 
For a moment Polly wondered if what she was doing was right, or fair. “Tell me to stop—” 
Mari kissed her eagerly, pulling her tight against her, hands roaming, quickly finding forgotten but familiar places. Then she gripped Polly’s wrist and slid her hand between them, leaving no doubt about her intentions, or how ready she was. Hot and wet around her fingers, she groaned and twitched as Polly explored and teased, her breath quickening with every stroke. She moaned as Polly slid inside her, eyes fluttering closed. Then Polly was on her knees, pressing her mouth to her, tongue urgent and devouring as Mari watched, her expression dazed with craving. She came suddenly, a strangled grunt wrenched out of her as she struggled to stay upright and Polly grasped her hips. Then she was on her feet and kissing Mari again, long, deep kisses that made her moan. 
And so, the night passed, with scarcely a word spoken between them. Instead, they exhausted one another, desperate to create a lifetime of memories as they raced towards dawn and what they both knew to be the end of it all. Tears flowed in anguish and ecstasy as they lived a lost lifetime in Polly’s hotel room. 

Mari’s alarm went off, jarring them awake. Polly was sprawled across her chest, her hair unbound across Mari’s shoulder. Neither of them moved. Finally, Mari slid out from under her and silenced her phone. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she seemed to cave in on herself. When she finally climbed to her feet, she swept her clothes up and disappeared into the bathroom. 
Polly laid still, her gaze fixed on the ceiling. Mari’s sobs were audible from the bathroom, paralysing her. Despair was a fist at her throat, and she struggled to breathe. A few minutes later Mari reappeared, her clothes sticking to her damp skin, her hair soaking her shirt. 
Tears clouded Polly’s vision, choking anything she could have said as Mari just stared at her. With a sigh she collected her phone, turned and made for the door. Without a backward look, she was gone. 



Chapter 27
History repeating
POLLY LAY IN BED for hours, unable to move her hand from the spot Mari had occupied. As the sheets cooled, her presence seemed to fade until a deep hollowness threatened to swallow Polly. She was desperate to pull the covers over her head and ignore the world, but she had a plane to catch. 
Tears began when she hauled herself out of bed, as though all she needed was gravity for her grief to start flowing. She sobbed on the floor of the shower until her fingers pruned and her legs cramped. Finally numb, she dressed, pulling on creased jeans and a sweatshirt, knotting damp hair into a haphazard plait. Dumping her things in her suitcase, she was ready to leave. Out of habit, she turned to confirm she had left nothing behind, and her eyes settled on the dishevelled bed. How was she back here again, alone and devastated, after a night in Mari’s arms? Swallowing past the lump in her throat, she turned for the door. 
The ride to the airport was slow, bogged down by midday traffic. Thankfully, her Uber driver had sense enough to leave her alone, her bloodshot eyes enough to keep any man quiet. She stared, moribund, at pictures they’d taken during their scant time together while the car crawled along. They were too meagre a souvenir to take back to England. But she kept looking as tears flowed uncontrollably, soaking her sweatshirt. 
When they stopped at the drop-off zone, her driver met her gaze in the rearview mirror. “Will you be okay, ma’am?” 
“Yes,” she croaked, forcing a weak smile. “Death in the family.” He nodded as she scooted out from the back seat, dried her cheeks on her sleeve, and slipped her sunglasses on.
Her phone buzzed as she waited in line to check in. She almost dropped it in anticipation of something from Mari, but it was Claire. Only Claire. She turned it off. 
“And where are you off to today?” The smile that greeted her at the counter as she handed her passport over was too bright, and she squinted behind her sunglasses. 
“London.” 
“Home?”
“I suppose,” she mumbled.
The woman regarded her, momentarily unsure how to handle her. “Sorry.” She grimaced. “Can you take your glasses off for a second?” She held Polly’s passport up, ready to compare her to her image, but her face fell as she was met with bloodshot eyes, so obviously red from tears. “Aaaah.” She turned away, quickly typing into her terminal. “I think I can upgrade you. Just…” She pursed her lips. “Yeah.” She offered another smile, this one sympathetic, pitying. “First class. Peace and quiet.” The unexpected kindness caught Polly off guard, and her eyes brimmed. “I think you should be able to get into the airline lounge as well. Just give me a minute.” 
Polly watched her step away to chat with a coworker and as they discussed her, she wondered just how wrecked she looked, and what story the steward was telling her colleagues. Tears started again, and she wiped her sleeve over her eyes. 
“You’re good to go.” The woman smiled gently. “Upgrades can be a bit iffy, but just say Sarah from BA okay-ed it if anyone asks.”
“Thank you,” Polly murmured, struggling to smile and sound grateful for a human kindness she lacked the bandwidth to process. 
The lounge was busy when she arrived. With a large vodka in hand, Polly found a quiet corner and settled in, grateful to be left alone with her despair. With a surge of courage and hope, she turned her phone back on. New messages vibrated, but only from Claire. 
 
   Hey gorgeous! News update please! :) 
   Hope ur ok 
    Flight back today, yes? 
Too much enthusiasm. But she had to reply, to cool Claire’s exuberance and temper the tide of curiosity and vicarious romanticism. 
 
  Hey Claire. Y, at airport now. Will text when back in England   
In her in-box sat two new emails from Michael, one flagged urgent, headed ‘reconciliation.’ She couldn’t bear to read it. The only person with real estate in her head was Mari. 
With nothing to occupy her, Polly set an alarm and tried to nap. Exhaustion weighed heavily but wouldn’t quiet her mind. All she could see was Mari’s face as she walked away, a soul-destroying expression that haunted Polly and dragged grief from her that was both new and old. She couldn’t stop crying, hadn’t stopped since she’d rolled out of bed, and she was exhausted. Mari’s departure had crushed her all those years ago, but it paled in comparison to the anguish hollowing her out now. 
The flight was miserably long. Tears fell randomly during romcoms and dinner service, and any time someone showed her the barest sliver of humanity. The crew quickly minimised their contact, leaving her with her sorrow. Only when the plane began its descent into Heathrow did she finally nod off. 
Another train ride from the airport to Southampton, but this one was different. She couldn’t believe how little time had passed since her initial arrival, but how different everything was. Dave felt distant now, their divorce trivial, but as the train pulled into Southampton station, Polly realised he would quickly return to being the most pressing detail in her life. Vancouver and everything it held was already so far behind her. Her husband’s tediousness would quickly overshadow what remained before she was prepared to move on. Mari would fade, even if her absence wouldn’t.
And how would she explain everything to her mother? How could she even look at Rosemary, knowing how vehemently she had tried to drive a wedge between her and Mari? That her life could have been so different if only her mother hadn’t interfered. Polly loathed the idea of returning to that house, of walking into a monument to her mother’s disdain for the woman she was now so desperately in love with. But half her luggage was there. And Rosemary was expecting her. She had nowhere else to go when she needed to be somewhere. 
It was dusk when she arrived. Rosemary’s face peeked out of the window, surprise visible as Polly exited the car. Too tired to feign any kind of happiness, she dragged her bags to the door. 
“Hello, love, come in, come in.” Rosemary herded her inside, taking her suitcase once it was over the step. “I wasn’t sure when you were coming. You didn’t message me.”
“Sorry, mum.”
“You look tired, Polly.”
“I didn’t sleep much on the plane. Is it ok if I just head up?” 
“Yes, gosh yes, love. Go.” She clapped her hands together, ushering Polly towards the stairs. That was the last Rosemary saw of her for the evening and much of the next day. 

It was late in the afternoon when Polly came to. The late sun lanced into her room through a gap in the curtains, cutting a hot line across the top of the comforter. She shifted uncomfortably, all too aware of where she was and what she had wished for in that room, the plans she had made. Young and bursting with ideas and ambitions and feelings. Now she felt directionless and cavernous. At least the tears had stopped. Parched, she got up and headed downstairs. 
“Polly?” Her mother was sitting in her usual chair in the lounge, BBC news chattering as her knitting needles clacked. She set the square aside at the sight of her. “Rough sleep, love? Let me make you some tea.” 
Polly stumbled after her, picking the sleepy dust from her lashes. 
That first week home had been such a whirlwind of frustration and desperation for direction, she questioned whether she had really been there. Now, sitting at her mother's small kitchen table, icy linoleum beneath her feet, Polly had finally landed. All the anguish and disarray she should had have felt weeks ago had finally arrived. It had taken Mari to bring her to this place. 
To her credit, Rosemary moved quietly, her usual hustle and bustle tempered by her daughter’s obvious disquiet. She tutted as she set two cups of tea down, then sat opposite. “How was Canada?”
Polly took a sip of tea, hot but hydrating. “Okay. Too short. I might need a proper holiday.”
“You have been running around all over the place, love.” Polly offered the hint of a smile. “What did you do? It looks such a pretty country.”
She was fishing, but Polly lacked the energy to fend her off. “It is. It’s stunning. I get why Canadians seem so happy all the time.” 
“And…”
“Did I find Mari?” Rosemary’s eyebrows rose expectantly. “Yes, I found her.” Another sip of tea, the heat a sharp jolt, burning a wave of grief away, stopping her tears from building. “She’s good. Very respectable now, mum. You’d be impressed,” she muttered.
“Really?” Rosemary scoffed, her expression twisting in contempt. 
“She has her own law firm. She’s been in the paper for winning some big environmental cases.” Exaggeration, but Polly refused to give her mother leeway to criticise least she lose her restraint and say things she might regret. “Nice house, nice car.”
“Married?”
“To her partner at the firm.” She hesitated, wondering if she should out Mari or keep that nugget of information to herself. “No kids. Too busy being successful, I guess.” 
“Well, that is a surprise.”
Anger percolated, her mother’s obvious distaste isolating Polly in her misery. “She was always smart and driven, mum. Just a little rebellious.”
“Wild, that one,” Rosemary replied and tutted disapprovingly. She stirred sugar into her tea, her eyes on her cup as she tapped the teaspoon dry on the saucer. 
“I think she was just determined to be who she is.” Another sip of scolding tea. Talking about Mari, even in the abstract, was too painful to do without diversion. “Anyway, it was good to catch up. We did some sight-seeing together, which was fun.”
“Are you staying in touch?”
“No.” The word sprang from her mouth, and she startled at her own vehemence. Pressing her mug to her lips, she fought back a surge of sorrow. 
“Oh?” Rosemary seemed confused. “I thought the point of going was to reconnect with her.”
“It was more about reconnecting with who I used to be. Before I moved to Australia.”
“I don’t know why you need to do that, Polly. I don’t think you’ve changed that much. You’ve just grown up.” 
For once, she was grateful for her mother’s observations. Recent events had definitely worn away any remaining shreds of naivety. As battered as she was, there were no daydreams left in Polly’s life. She was back to bare reality. It wasn’t the worse place from which to rebuild her life. “I guess I have.”
They spent the rest of the evening together, sitting on Rosemary’s comfy couch, watching British soaps and game shows. For all her mother’s faults, she could provide moments of safety when Polly needed them, and she embraced their vapid conversations about soap opera storylines and talk show hosts—anything to stop her thoughts straying to that room in the Pinnacle and all that had happened there.

With another night’s sleep under her belt, Polly felt almost human when she rose the next morning, but all she wanted was to hide beneath her pillows with memories of Mari and the emptiness she’d left. 
The house was silent when she eventually headed downstairs. Her mother had been up for a while. The kitchen was reset, a bowl of muesli and a cup of milk left out, along with a note in her mother’s neat cursive, explaining her absence. Morning with the knitting circle. Polly had been expecting her diverting morning patter and was instead faced with silence and her own company. She made herself tea before propping her phone up against the sugar bowl to FaceTime Claire. 
“Polly!” Claire’s bright smile radiated. Her image jiggled as she trotted through her house to drop into a seat on the deck. “How are you? I thought you’d dropped off the face of the planet for a sec. Are you in England?”
“I am. Got back the day before yesterday.” Polly ran her hands through her hair and quickly twisted it into a plait, trying to wrangle her disheveledness. 
“Cool.” She peered into the camera. “I can’t work out if you look jet-lagged or depressed.”
Polly managed a laugh. “That’s fair. Both, I think. How are you?”
“Good, yeah, I’m fine. More dick-bird Alan to deal with, but other than that, I’m good. The girls have had a cracker week at school, so all is right in their world for a change. The sun is shining. It’s Sydney. Back to more important things.”
“What’s Alan on about?” She wasn’t ready to talk about what Claire so eagerly wanted to hear. 
“Dave wants out of the business.”
“What?” Polly nearly dropped her teacup. “He lives and breathes for the practice.”
“Alan says he’s having a mid-life crisis. I think he’s just messed up so badly staying on has become untenable. Sally Vass—you remember Sally? The hip guy’s wife. Anyway, she showed me a WhatsApp chat group her hubby’s part of. It’s nothing but jokes about Dave.” Polly frowned. Dave was an egotist, but being the butt of his colleague’s jokes wouldn’t be enough to make him abandon his dream. “And Chrissy’s getting married.” There it was. The real ego-bruiser. “So yeah, mid-life crisis.”
Polly grimaced. While Dave deserved a good dose of karma, this wasn’t what she had in mind. “Well, I can’t say I’m sorry for him, but still. Ouch.” 
“If Alan lets him out, you’ll get a huge chunk of cash in the settlement. I emailed Michael to tell him everything.” Claire’s grin was positively devious.
“Oh, Claire!”
“You’d have done the same for me when I split from Alan if you’d known.” Four weeks ago, Polly wouldn’t have been so sure, but now? Her moral compass was spinning. “Right, enough of that. Tell me about Vancouver. What happened after drinks with queer Mari? Did you get to see her again?” 
“Queer Mari.” Polly released a long sigh. “What a mess.”
“Oh.” Claire’s eyebrows arched in anticipation. 
“We slept together.” No point stringing Claire along as she hashed through the details. 
“What?! Bloody hell. What… Wait. The last thing you told me…” She blinked rapidly. “So many questions. All the questions.” A wicked grin curled her lips. “And the most important question. How was it?” 
Polly chuckled at Claire’s eagerness. “Incredible. Heartbreaking. Devastating.” 
“Oh god.” Claire’s smile fell away, replaced with sympathy. “Do I need wine for this?”
“Probably.” 
“Send me pictures, please. I need to see this woman who’s apparently devastated you.”
By the time Polly finished telling her about her last days in Vancouver, Claire had finished two glasses of Merlot. 
“Polly. Bloody hell.” She looked as ruined as Polly as she wrapped up. “And you haven’t heard from her since?”
“No. Which is probably a good thing.”
“Oh, hon.” 
“I know. It couldn’t have gone any worse. I went into this wondering if I’d missed out on something and now here I am, knowing exactly how much I lost.”
“What will you do now?”
“I have no idea.” Polly cupped her face in her hands. “I thought the trip would at least give me some direction. I’d banked on Mari reminding me who I used to be. Instead, I’m back in my childhood bedroom getting over her again. That is not the version of me I wanted to get back to.” Her eyes welled, and she bit her lip, trying to stop herself from bursting into tears. 
“Come back to Sydney. Come stay with me,” Claire implored. “Get your money out of Dave, and while all that’s happening, you can work out what you want to do with your life.” 
“Thanks Claire, but…”
“Neutral ground, Polly. Honestly, hon, you just need a safe space to land.”
Polly fiddled idly with her naked ring finger, remembering Mari triumphantly twisting her wedding ring free. She quickly knitted her fingers together and buried them in her lap. “I’ll think about it, Claire. Thank you. I’m not in a space to decide right now. But I’ll keep it in mind.” Keys rattled in the door. “That’s mum. I’d better go.”
“Just… Call me, okay. Any time you need to chat.”
“Thanks Claire. You’re a good friend.”
“Who are you talking to, love?” Rosemary asked as she entered. 
Polly disconnected the call and flipped her phone face down out of habit. “A friend from Sydney.” 
“I thought perhaps David…”
“Oh, no. Definitely not.” Polly frowned her distaste.
“Perhaps you could call him,” Rosemary replied, smiling benignly as she set a shopping bag down next to the refrigerator. “We were talking about it at knitting circle.”
Polly stiffened. “You were what?” 
“The ladies are a wonderful source of advice.” Polly’s mortified expression went unnoticed as her mother started unloading her groceries into the veggie crisper. “Everyone agrees that at this age you can’t afford to throw the baby out with the bath water.”
Polly gagged on her mouthful of tea. “I’m only forty, mum,” she rasped. “Not that it matters.”
“It does matter!” Rosemary’s head popped around the fridge door. “You don’t want to end up alone, Polly. I know you modern women think you can do it all and have it all without a man, but when you get older, you realise how important it is to have someone.” 
“That someone doesn’t have to be a cheating ex-husband.” 
“You’re very unforgiving.” Rosemary sniffed, closing the fridge and turning to fill the kettle. “You’d do well to listen to your old mum for once.”
“Dad never cheated on you, so I’m not sure how you’re an authority on this,” Polly replied, glowering at her mother’s back. She had no desire to discuss Dave’s infidelity and hoped the jibe would shut her mother up. Another cup of tea appeared in front of her as Rosemary sat down at the table. 
“You never knew about the times your father cheated on me,” she corrected. Polly’s jaw dropped. “He was a good man, but he wasn’t perfect. I accepted his slips. Right until the day he died.”
“Christ, mum. Why didn’t you ever tell me this?” The past weeks had yielded more than enough secrets from her mother for Polly’s liking. 
“Because it was none of your business. And it was better you didn’t know.”
“Like so many things,” Polly muttered, scowling into her teacup. 
“Pardon me, young lady?” Her mother sat up in affront, adopting a familiar disapproving glower.
“Mari told me some things about school you never told me about.” She met Rosemary’s gaze, wondering what she was thinking as her lips pressed into a thin, impatient line. 
“That girl.” She tsk-ed. “What did she say?” 
“That you yanked me out of school when the principal threatened to expel Mari. Over rumours Mari and I were girlfriends.” 
Rosemary’s lips pursed in distaste. “And now you understand why I never wanted you around that girl.”
“Woman, mum. She’s a woman. A queer woman. Married to another woman. Just like thousands of other queer women.” 
“Polly, that’s enough!”
“There’s nothing wrong with being gay, mum. There never was.”
Rosemary’s brusque huff sliced through the air. “That may be so, but it wasn’t the life I wanted for you. Yes, that lifestyle may be acceptable today, but it wasn’t when you were growing up. The things that were said about you… it was disgusting.” Polly gawped at her, stunned. The irony wasn’t lost on her. “That sort of thing isn’t for girls like you. We didn’t bring you up—”
“Oh, don’t.” Polly narrowed her eyes, silencing Rosemary. “I love you, mum, I do. But sometimes, the things you say…” She shook her head, appalled. “There’s no excuse for that. Not anymore. I’m trying to work out how to move past how angry I am at you for what you did to our friendship. Because if I’d known any of what you’d worked so hard to shield me from as a teenager, this would not be my life right now.” Her fists balled as tears stung. Pulling in a deep breath, she glared at her mother, her jaw rigid with fury. As much as she wanted to drown her mother in descriptions of her time with Mari, and how wretched she was because of Rosemary’s decisions, she couldn’t bring herself to admit any of it. Her mother didn’t deserve to know. “I need some fresh air.”
“Polly!”
“Mum, just… leave it.” 



Chapter 28
How not to mend a broken heart 
POLLY SPENT THE NEXT three days walking. Her mother’s company was insufferable, as were her endless thoughts of Mari. She needed to escape herself, and her building resentment. Rosemary was an easy target for her rage and misery, and although some of it was justified, Polly recognised how unfair it was to attribute all her unravelling to her mother’s misguided interfering. She only had herself to blame for the consequences of her decisions. She’d flown across the globe to seek Mari out of her own recognisance. She’d allowed herself to feel things she had no right to when Mari was married. It had been Polly’s decision to kiss her at the bar, to take her upstairs and succumb to her desires and drown in the fantasy of Mari and Polly. Hope had been her fault, and all the grief that followed. Rosemary was to blame for none of that. 
So, each day she rose, dressed, and left her mother to wander aimlessly in a vain attempt to exorcise Mari from her thoughts, only returning when it was too dark to trudge Southampton’s streets alone. Each night, her feet throbbing, she fell into bed, praying Mari would leave her dreams and grant her some respite. But there was none. Everywhere Polly walked were memories of her that wouldn’t fade, not even in the most bone-weary sleep. Thankfully, her tears stopped, but the dull ache in her chest had settled in her joints, spreading down her limbs to her fingertips and toes. Everything she touched hurt until her body became foreign and treacherous. 
When she left her room on day four, Rosemary stood at the foot of the stairs. Her mother’s attempted peace offerings had gone unnoticed, but Polly’s declining state had not. 
“Polly, love, can you not stay in? It’s cold out today. You look so tired.” Concern deepened the creases around Rosemary’s eyes and mouth. 
Polly gazed blankly from the landing. “I’m okay, mum, I just need to get out.”
“Something’s going on with you, love.” An edge of sternness crept into her voice, then pleading. “There’s something you haven’t told me. I don’t care what it is. Just… please. Stay in today. I won’t say anything. We can sit on the couch and watch Coro.”
“Tomorrow, mum,” Polly mumbled as she paused, her hand on the door handle. “I’ll be all right. I just need time.” She saw her mother press a hand to her lips as she stepped outside, her eyes full of apprehension. A cool breeze bit, and Polly folded her arms as she headed off. A few more days and she’d be numb. 

Rosemary was waiting in the hallway when she eventually returned home. Perched on the stairs, she was unavoidable. “You’re going to talk to me, Polly. You can’t go on like this. You look like the dead.” 
Too exhausted to argue, Polly followed her mother into the sitting room. She caught sight of herself in the hallway mirror and startled. Dark circles hollowed her eyes, and her cheeks were gaunt. The central heating was on, the warmth welcome after a day wandering the windswept River Test boardwalks and surrounding neighbourhoods. She had never visited, and getting lost had been distracting, but there was no escaping the wind. Her hands were shaking, her cuticles a grey-blue. 
“Let me make you some tea.” Rosemary disappeared into the kitchen. “Have you eaten?” 
Polly frowned, trying to remember. “A little,” she replied, her voice frayed. 
Rosemary was back in an instant, pressing a mug into her hands. “What are you doing to yourself?” she muttered, touching her cheek before bustling off again. The steaming tea smelled sweet, and she took a sip, relishing the heat and honey. But parts of her were beginning to thaw, and anxiety tightened her chest. 
Back with plates laden with cake, crackers and cheese—anything she could quickly rustle together—her mother sat close, urging her to eat. “I know you’re angry with me, love. I don’t really understand why, but whatever it is, it can’t be so bad you’re doing this to yourself. What’s going on?” She cupped her warm hand over Polly’s and hissed at their icy touch. 
Unsure what to say, Polly picked at a scone and tore a piece loose, chewing mindlessly as the central heating burrowed into her. “I’m sad, I think.” 
“Oh love. I wondered when things would catch up with you.”
Polly studied her mother, trying to fathom what she meant. Then the tears started again, running down her cheeks as the room’s warmth melted the edges of her numbness. Before she realised what was happening, Rosemary’s thin arms were tight around her shoulders.
“It’s okay, Polly. Let it out. You can’t run away from your feelings forever.” 
Polly’s resolve crumpled, and she collapsed against her shoulder, grief burning her eyes and soaking her mother’s cardigan. Rosemary’s solace was not the comfort she wanted, but she needed someone to carry her burden, even briefly. 
“I remember when your father died. I was so angry at him for leaving me alone. It took a good few weeks before I could grieve properly. I’m not saying it’s the same thing, love. Your David did some terrible things…”
Polly pulled away, her eyebrows knitted together. “What?”
“I’m not saying what he did wasn’t terrible, Polly,” she reiterated. “You have every right to be angry—” 
“You think this is about Dave?” Polly couldn’t keep the sharpness from her tone.
Rosemary paused. “Well… yes.” She looked genuinely confused. “You haven’t sat still long enough to realise what you’re throwing away. But now you’re home, you can see that. So…” A frown flickered as she watched her daughter warily. 
Fishing a tissue from a box on the coffee table, Polly patted her eyes dry and blew her nose. When she faced her mother, her exasperation had returned. “I’m not throwing anything away, mum. Dave’s an arsehole. He’s behaved like a spoiled brat.”
“Ladies don’t use those words, Polly.” 
Normally her mother’s admonishments would cool her temper, but not now. “They do when they’re talking about husbands who cheat on their wives for years.”
“I never talked about your father that way.” 
“You never talked about dad at all! Instead, you kept his infidelity secret. What kind of example was that for me and Stephen?”
“Polly!” Rosemary looked wounded. 
“You can’t tell me you weren’t humiliated, mum. He made a fool of you.”
“Says who,” she snapped, moving down the sofa as though she couldn’t bear to be so close to her daughter. “Anyway, marriage isn’t about pride.”
“No, but it is about respect.” 
Rosemary opened her mouth for a snappy retort, but nothing came. Instead, she looked deflated. Polly’s anger evaporated, guilt taking its place. 
“Look, mum.” She scooted over to take her hands, warm and fragile in her own icy grip. “It’s not my place to judge you for how you handled dad’s infidelity. Times were different, and you had your reasons for putting up with it. You two always seemed happy—”
“We were.” 
Polly smiled at Rosemary’s pleading. “I can’t do what you did. I can’t turn a blind eye. I don’t want to. Dave isn’t the most important person in my life anymore. He never should have been.”
“Then who is?” Rosemary asked, bewildered. 
“I am, mum. I am.” Polly released her hands to rub at tired eyes. “I used to know what I wanted to do with my life. But I let it all go.” She wondered if she should be more pointed with her mother, but she was too weary to argue or explain so Rosemary might finally understand. “I let a lot of things go I shouldn’t have.”
“Like your marriage.” Rosemary’s interjection sounded desperate. 
“No, mum. My ambitions, my happiness.” She sighed, exasperated. She squeezed her eyes shut, struggling to maintain her last shred of patience. “You’re right, I have been running away. For far too long. That’s what Australia was.” 
“What were you running away from, Polly? I never understood why you left so suddenly.”
“Neither did I.” She turned away, blinking back hot tears. Her mother’s probing had brought her back to the void Mari had left, and she lacked the courage to face it with Rosemary. “Let’s watch some TV. I could do with the distraction.”
“Okay,” her mother mumbled, reaching for the remote. Polly saw her confusion from the corner of her eye, the underlying concern and a glint of something else. Disgust? Exasperation? Was her mother appalled by her reasons for leaving Dave—was she judging her? She didn’t want to think about it. A rush of canned laughter sprang from the television, grabbing her attention, silencing her questions. 

The next day brought warmer climes, the preceding cold snap having dissolved overnight. Blue skies shone through the gap in the curtains, beckoning Polly and her busy mind. She groaned as she rolled out of bed. Another night of broken sleep and waking sporadically from dreams of Mari’s mouth and hands. That stolen night haunted her with merciless clarity and no amount of wandered kilometres exhausted her enough to chase them away. There was no point in venturing out again today. 
Rosemary was sitting in the front room, knitting to morning television, her needles a quick staccato as she smiled at a local news story. She looked up when Polly wandered in, pleasant surprise creasing her eyes. 
“Not walking today, love?”
“Probably not.” She sat in her dad’s old easy-boy, the tan valour worn from years of use. Tucking her feet under her, she crossed her arms and eased back into its soft cushions. “What are you doing today?” 
“Oh, nothing much. I need to pop to Waitrose. It’s lovely out. Do you want to come? We could visit the Tudor House. You always loved that place. The food is quite good.”
“Okay.” 
Rosemary’s face bloomed with delight, and she set her knitting aside. “Let’s get morning tea. I’ll go check my list while you get ready.” 
Polly watched her mother spring to her feet and rush off. Perhaps Rosemary’s determination to lift her daughter’s mood was the distraction she needed. She headed back upstairs to shower and change. 
They spent the morning at the Tudor House, wandering around exhibitions and the gardens, musing about life centuries ago. Her mother was animated, a lively mix of anxiousness and excitement, seemingly happy to be out with her daughter but on tenterhooks lest Polly’s melancholy return. For her part, Polly did her best to be present. Mari had never been to Tudor House despite their historical rovings as children, so there were no memories hiding in dark corners. Rosemary’s twittering kept her in the moment, making her unexpectedly pleasant company. 
“Do you want tea, love? Or coffee?”
“Pot of tea for two?” Polly gave her an indulgent smile. “I’ll grab us a table outside.” 
Even the slightest signs of warmth from her daughter lit Rosemary up, and she scurried inside to order morning tea, her eagerness to keep Polly happy painfully obvious. Out in the sun, Poll surveyed the garden with its tiny geometric hedgerows and neatly manicured shrubs and bushes. She should have found it fascinating, eight hundred years of history so well preserved, but nothing about it captured her interest. Turning back towards the cafe, she spotted an empty table and hurried to claim it. 
“I ordered you some carrot cake. With cream. You need topping up after all that walking.” Rosemary seated herself opposite and hung her handbag over the back of her chair. “I’m so glad you came out this morning, Polly, love. You’re getting some colour back in those cheeks.” 
To be fair, she felt better. Not having her every thought consumed by the woman she’d left behind was a relief. And her mother was trying. They talked about nothing of consequence, just gossip and television and what had changed in Southampton, but it was so blessedly diverting. 
“I think this is exactly what I’ve needed.” She smiled and quickly squeezed Rosemary’s hand. 
“You’ve been alone in that head of yours too long,” her mother agreed. “You were just like this when you were younger. You were either running around with that Mari or locked away in your room. It wasn’t good for you then, either.”
The things Polly had forgotten. As a teen, she’d spent a thousand hours on the floor of her bedroom pouring over atlases and encyclopaedias. Her and Mari’s environmental dreams had come from her father’s enthusiasm and the books he’d borrowed from the library. She’d open a cover and forget she wouldn’t see Mari until school the following day. Even then, her thoughts were book-ended by Mari Llewellyn. 
“I suppose not.” She shrugged apathetically. “What I wouldn’t give to be twelve again.” 
“People say that,” Rosemary replied, “but I don’t remember you being terribly happy.”
Polly’s eyebrows rose in askance, confused by her mother’s remark. 
“I know you think Mari was a wonderful friend, but you were a lonely little girl.” Tea arrived, and both women were silent as the server unloaded a tray of cups and cakes. “That’s why I was so confused when you said you were running off to reclaim this happiness you’ve supposedly lost. When you married David, I thought, finally, my girl can be happy. And you were. At least you seemed so.”
Lost for words, Polly spooned a chunk of carrot cake into her mouth. 
“Are you sure there’s nothing to be done about David? Counselling, perhaps. Or a holiday together. Time away to talk things through. I’m sure he’s repentant.”
Polly tilted her head, fascinated by her mother’s advocacy for a man she hardly knew. “I don’t think so,” she replied, trying to be kind. “If it had a been a onetime thing, I could be more forgiving. But a drunk one-night stand is a world away from three years and a baby.”
“Did you not talk about children?” Rosemary spooned sugar into her tea, flicking a benign eye at her.
“Kids aren’t the right reason to stay together. That never ends well.”
“Your father and I made that decision early on.”
“That’s why you turned a blind eye? Ignorance is bliss?” 
Rosemary offered a half smile in response. 
Polly hid her frown behind her teacup, wondering if that was why she had missed all Dave’s telltale flags—because she’d learned how to ignore them from her mother. “I suppose it’s a good thing…”
“Polly? McAllister?” A man appeared at the table, his wide grin camouflaged behind a thick salt and pepper beard. A little girl clung to his hand, her green eyes maddeningly familiar. 
It took Polly a moment, then her eyebrows arched in astonishment. “Brian?”
“Good lord. How are you?”
“I’m… fine,” Polly stammered, not quite knowing where to look. “Ah, mum. This is Brian. We were at university together.”
“I had the notorious pleasure of flatting with your daughter in Pompie,” he announced, stooping to hoist his daughter onto a hip. “This is Juliette. Say hello, Jules.” She twisted away, burying her face in his neck. “Shy.” Brian winced apologetically. “Anyway, what are you up to these days?”
“Just visiting, actually. I’m over from Australia.” She did her best to paint a warm smile on her face. 
“Ozzie? That’s no surprise. You and Mari were never going to stay in England. Too small to contain you both. How is she?”
“Ah, to be honest, I don’t know. I haven’t seen her since university.”
“Oh.” He seemed genuinely disappointed. “I’d always just assumed the two of you would end up together. Even after that misunder…” His eyes widened, Polly’s uncensored horror plainly evident. “Sorry,” he muttered, and cleared his throat. “Anyway. It’d be great to reconnect, if you’ve time.”
“No. Yes, absolutely,” Polly stumbled. “Are you on social media? That’s probably easiest.” After a few minutes swapping Facebook details, Brian issued an awkward goodbye and spirited Jules away, leaving Polly with her mother’s untempered antipathy. 
“What did he mean, Polly?” Rosemary snipped.
“Sorry, mum?” She stuffed more carrot cake in her mouth.
“What did he mean when he said he assumed you’d end up together?” Her voice was quiet, and she looked around to check they wouldn’t be overheard. 
“No idea,” Polly replied, chasing the cake down with a gulp of scalding tea. “We always talked about going into practice together. Maybe that’s what he meant.”
“But you lied.” 
“About what?”
“Seeing her,” she replied, her eyes narrowing. “You saw her last week. Why would you lie about that? And what misunderstanding?”
“It was just easier, mum. It would have taken too long to explain everything.”
Rosemary squinted, her displeasure plain to see. “What are you keeping from me, Polly?”
“Nothing, mum. It’s all ancient history. Not worth going back over.” At least, not with you. She fought to maintain a neutral expression under her mother’s unrelenting scrutiny. With a grunt, Rosemary finally let the subject drop. 
“Well, he seems a pleasant fellow. Pretty little girl.” 
The rest of their day descended back into banality, vapid discussions about Rosemary’s grocery list and why she would only ever shop at Waitrose. Occasionally Polly caught her mother staring, a dark frown suggesting she was thinking far too deeply about the past and what Brian might have meant. 



Chapter 29
Then along came trouble 
FAMILIAR VOICES FROM THE rooms below dragged Polly out of a deep sleep. Rosemary’s laughter tittered, chasing off the last strands of dreams she didn’t want to remember. Whoever was visiting was charming her mother that morning, eliciting delighted giggles the likes of which Polly hadn’t heard in years. Curiosity made her strain to hear their murmured conversation. Then something about their exchange made her stomach clench. 
Quickly rolling out of bed, Polly threw a sweatshirt over her p-jays and swept her hair into a knot. Out on the landing, she stood atop the stairs and listened, daring the two below to disprove her fears. Then Rosemary appeared.
“There you are, love. Come down. You won’t believe who’s here.” 
Before Polly took a single step, Dave appeared at Rosemary’s shoulder. 
“Hi Poll.” 
The blood drained from her face. 
“Come down, love.” Rosemary’s smile was beatific, as though her own husband had returned from the dead. 
Slowly Polly made her way downstairs, her eyes flicking between them. “What are you doing here?” She couldn’t keep the chill from her voice.
“I’ve been trying to find you for days,” he replied, a brief frown of concern flicking across his face.
“How did you find me?” She did nothing to mask her displeasure at seeing him, and he stepped back as she reached the bottom of the stairs. 
“I called him,” Rosemary chimed, far too proud of herself. Polly could have died. “I thought someone had to do something.” On the receiving end of her daughter’s glowers, her smile vanished. “I’ve been so worried, love.”
“Perhaps Polly and I could chat,” Dave purred, his easy baritone resuscitating Rosemary’s spirits.
“Yes, and I’ll make tea. Off you go.” She shooed them towards the front room. Dave spun and strode down the hallway as though his presence was both expected and welcome. 
Polly stood frozen, torn between retreating to her room and killing her mother. “Shit,” she muttered, inhaling deeply. She found Dave in the front room, ensconced in her father’s lazy boy. The sight of him made her stop, his hubris on display. “What are you doing here?” 
“Like I said, I’ve been trying to find you.”
“That’s not what I asked. And did it ever occur to you the reason you couldn’t find me is because I didn’t want you to?” 
His conceited smile faulted, then reasserted itself. “I haven’t been the best husband of late…”
“No shit, Sherlock.” She glared at him and folded her arms.
“Don’t be like that, Polly. I never stopped loving you.” He obviously had no intention of leaving until he’d had his say. 
“For Pete’s sake.” She sighed in exasperation. “Honestly, what do you want?”
“I wasn’t the one who left.” 
His announcement coincided perfectly with Rosemary’s reappearance. As she set a tray of tea and cups down, she threw a glance at Polly and tutted. 
“I’ve tried to give you some space so you can work through whatever’s got under your skin, but I really think it’s time you came home.”
“Right,” Polly replied, her eyes narrowing as she poured herself some tea and claimed a spot on the sofa. “I suppose Chrissy didn’t move in, given the birth and her engagement.”
“I was never serious about Chrissy. I tried to explain that to you.” He frowned beseechingly. 
“Hmmmm, I remember.” 
“Polly, let the man speak.”
She tilted her head at her mother, trying to figure out why Dave’s suave demeanour and dimpled chin were winning her over. “It’s been nothing but lies for three years, mum. But David, please, do go on.” She nodded at him condescendingly. “Oddly enough, I’m actually curious to hear what you have to say for yourself.” Rosemary smiled, missing Polly’s sarcasm, but Dave didn’t. His stare was flat. She recognised the calculation behind his eyes. 
“I’ve made mistakes, Polly. I’m the first to admit that. But we both said things we regret.”
“Not me,” she interrupted, but Rosemary hushed her. 
Dave rushed on. “We never talked, not properly. We certainly didn’t get clear on things. Then suddenly you were filing for divorce, and I couldn’t get hold of you. Your lawyer started making threats, and chasing after poor Chrissy—”
“Whom you thought was having your child—”
“No. No, Polly. I never thought that.” 
Polly’s eyebrows arched, her disbelief evident. “You proudly told me you were having a girl.” 
“No. No, I didn’t. I told you Chrissy was having a girl and that I was happy for her. Yes, we had an affair. A very short one, years ago. And I regret it. Deeply.” He pressed a hand to his chest and her mother melted another degree. “I should have told you then. Chrissy and I have only ever been friends. All I have ever done is support her. As a friend.”
“Wow,” Polly muttered, stunned by his audacity. When Dave swung, he swung big. “Is anyone actually buying this bullshit?”
“Polly!” Rosemary snipped.
“Mum, please. You can’t believe him.”
“He seems very genuine, love. We were talking before you came down. He misses you terribly. He wants you to come home.”
“Well,” Polly said, turning. “Therein lies the rub, doesn’t it? Why would you possibly want me back?”
“I miss you, Polly. As your mother said, I love you. There’s nothing nefarious for you to uncover, as much as you love to lawyer through everything.” A hint of scorn coloured his affection.
“Yes, she does that,” Rosemary agreed, her lips pursed. 
Polly recognised a pointless argument when she saw one. Logic would not prevail today, not in her mother’s front room. She might do better moving Dave to neutral ground, away from Rosemary’s agreeability so she could unpick Dave’s fabrications and find the best way to get rid of him. “Why don’t you take me to lunch?”
A winning smile spread across his face. “That would be fabulous. Let’s do that. You can show me around this famous home town of yours. I’ve been dying to come here for years. We can make a day of it!” 
Polly bit her tongue as she rose, drawing a deep breath as she set her teacup down. “I’ll go shower and change.” 
In the bathroom, Polly glared at herself in the mirror. She still looked tired and gaunt, vestiges of Mari clinging doggedly. Not the Polly she needed to be to confront Dave in all his pomposity. The man she had accompanied to conferences—who looked down his perfect nose at female colleagues and superiors with more sanctimony than the Pope—was back within her aura, and he had her in his sights. “What are you up to, you cunning bastard?” she murmured. She remembered Claire’s revelation, that he wanted her back. His life was imploding. But why would wooing his wife back be the answer to his problems? Surely the boys’ club wouldn’t forget his misstep so easily. But then, he was an ortho-bro. 
Nipping back to her room, Polly fetched her phone and sent Claire a quick text, alerting her to Dave’s reappearance. It was two a.m. in Sydney, but at least her smoke signal was lit. 

“So, what’s the allure of Southampton?” Dave asked as they sped along Hill Lane. He’d hired a series eight BMW, unable to be low key in even the most anonymous of environments. 
“It’s not Sydney,” Polly replied, squirming uncomfortably in her bucket seat, the backrest set too far back. She could barely see where they were going. Dave braked suddenly and lent on the horn, a zebra pole flashing by. “For gods’ sake, where’s the…” Finally, she found the switch to adjust the seat and her head appeared for public view.
“Right. Where are we going? What’s got a hat here?”
“I have no idea.” In jeans, runners and a v-neck jersey, Polly had purposefully dressed down to limit Dave’s dining choices. She didn’t need another Michelin-starred public showdown to her credit. Vancouver had ticked that box for her.
“Siri, what’s the best restaurant in Southampton?”
“Dave, we can just find —” 
“I’ve found five restaurants…” 
Polly twisted the volume knob until Siri was inaudible. “There’s a cafe up the road. We can eat there. Christ, Dave, slow down!” He blew through another zebra crossing, narrowly missing a pushchair as he sped by. “There’s a carpark.” The space disappeared behind them. This was Dave unbound—full steam ahead until he got what he wanted. She’d only been a few weeks without his bulldozing behaviour but had somehow forgotten how suffocating he could be. 
“Where are we off to?” he asked again, bringing them to an abrupt stop at a traffic light.
“The cafe a block back that way,” Polly replied tersely, tilting her head the way they had come. The light turned green, but they didn’t move. A horn blasted behind them. “Dave, please. Can you just turn around?” 
He sighed, but capitulated, swinging the car down a side street and through a quick U-turn. “A block back?” he asked, as he pulled onto the main road. 
Taking Dave away from her mother’s prying eyes now seemed ill-advised. At least there, he was more likely to tone down his behaviour. But something about Polly’s unresponsive demeanour seemed to register. He pulled up outside the cafe and flipped the car’s hazard lights on. 
“Go grab us a table. I’ll park.”
On the curb, Polly caught her breath. She doubted she had the wherewithal to handle what was coming. Dave could be relentless. She’d spent much of their married life acquiescing for a little peace. His showing up uninvited—well, by her at least—hardly intimated a changed attitude. But today would be different. She was different. Steeling herself, she headed inside to claim a table. 
“Your mother doesn’t change.” Dave reappeared and dropped into the chair opposite, sweeping up a menu and flipping it over once, twice, three times. He was nervous. “What’s good here? Is anything good here?” He swivelled around to gawk at the pastries cabinet. “Probably not. Just coffee, eh?” He was up, striding to the counter, ignoring the short queue awaiting service. His muscles flexed as he ordered his usual flat white. Dressed in suit pants, crisp white shirt, and green tie, he looked like a real estate agent. 
Back at the table, he sat silently, waiting. Then, “how are you, Polly? You look tired.” There was an edge of kindness to his voice, but not one she trusted. 
“Why are you here, Dave?” 
“I want you back. I want us back.” 
Straight to the point. Polly sat back and crossed her arms. Too tired to be insulted, she shook her head. “How do you think that would work? I just follow you back to Sydney and we ignore the last few weeks?”
“Why not? I’ve spoken to Martin.” Polly’s eyes flashed in astonishment and anger, but he blundered on, apparently oblivious. “They’re waiting for you to come back. Stand down the lawyers. We can get some counselling. It can all go away if you want, Polly.” 
She was silent, unsure how to respond to such an outlandish proposal. Surely he wasn’t serious? “And I’m supposed to forget everything? The affair. The baby. The lying?” She set her forearms on the table, fidgeting idly. Dave’s eyes dropped to her hands and the white line where her wedding ring had been. He paused. 
“No, of course not. I’m not so full of myself I’d expect you to forgive and forget, Polly. But we have a life together. One that’s too good to throw away without trying to fix things.” 
“Is this you or Alan talking?” He looked at her in askance. “He’s kicking you out of the practice.”
He sank back in his chair, a resigned grimace aging him suddenly. “You’ve got excellent sources.”
“I’m a quick learner. Fool me once.” She flicked her eyebrows at him. 
“This isn’t about me trying to save my arse, Polly. Frankly, I’ll be pleased to be out of it. Alan’s a bad influence.”
“So, this is Alan’s fault? The affairs, the—”
“C’mon, Polly. I may have been a complete prick these last few years, but you know me better than that. This is on me. My responsibility.” 
Surprised by his diffidence, Polly sat, speechless. Self-deprecation was off brand for her infallible husband. His bruised ego was on display, and it was oddly compelling. But she knew him too well to set her suspicions aside. “I thought I knew you.” 
“I thought I knew me, too. Honestly, why I thought this thing with Chrissy…” He pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration. “She flattered me, and the practice was booming. Alan started dragging me to these conferences. It was insane. I got caught up. And you were working so much…” Irritation passed over her, but he hurried on. “…and I felt like I was owed something, I guess. I didn’t think about you. It was me, and my ego. Chrissy talked about all the things we said we’d do when we started out, and she made me feel young. Not middle-aged and buried in shit every day, trying to keep Alan happy. And I just… I lost myself, Poll. I became what I needed to be, and that person isn’t me. You know me.” He tapped his chest, his eyes pleading. “I haven’t been myself for a while.” His sigh was long and regretful, and he watched her as cafe staff appeared to deliver long blacks and tiny jugs of cream. When they disappeared, he leaned forward, his elbows on the table. “Remember when we first got together? We were both so optimistic and uncompromising. What happened to those people?” 
“I’ve no idea,” Polly replied, toying with her coffee cup. “I’ve been trying to work that out myself.”
“I’m thinking of going back to the public health system.” Polly straightened, taken aback, and Dave laughed. “Yes, I’m a money guy, but I’m still ethical. The practice… it’s just… Alan’s toxic. It shouldn’t have taken you leaving to knock some sense into me.”
“But, public?” She couldn’t imagine her Armani-suit-wearing husband grinding in a public hospital. 
“Yeah. Why not? And maybe outside Sydney. You could get out of corporate. We could move to the Hunter. Think about kids?”
“Oh, Dave,” Polly murmured, leaning back in her seat to press a hand over her mouth. This was Dave, through and through. Whatever the problem, no solution was too far-fetched as long as it reflected his sense of entitlement. “You can’t just snap your fingers…”
“I get that. But we had a good life. Yes, I broke everything. But we can fix it. Like that Japanese broken pottery thing.” He snapped his fingers, trying to remember.
“Kintsugi,” Polly offered with a small shake of her head.
“Yeah. Why can’t we be that? I’ll do whatever it takes, Poll, please. However long it takes.”
Polly didn’t bother to mask her scepticism. It sounded far too easy, this magical reset. An opportunity to follow dreams they’d let languish for years. But there was something about him, a reflection of the man she’d been attracted to when they first met. And he looked wounded. She’d never seen that in him before. 
“Why don’t we take a few days? Have some fun? I can be the perfect gentleman, and you can be tour guide. We’ve hardly spent any time here. I don’t know much about where you grew up. It’ll be a good distraction. It’s been a while since we did that.” 
The last thing Polly needed was to walk through memories of her past with Mari, with Dave on her heels. “I need time to think…”
“Of course. I’m not suggesting we’re back to normal. We can get separate hotel rooms. You set the pace. We can spend some time together and just talk. If we get to a place where you decide we’re done, well…” He grimaced, the lines around his eyes deep with supplication. “I hope that’s not the case. We were always good together, Polly, even at our worst.” 

Dave dropped her back at her mother’s, leaving her on the promise she would message her decision by breakfast the next morning. The last thing Polly wanted was to escort her cheating husband around the south of England on the pretence it meant something. But as she watched his hire car vanish around the bend, she pondered her narrow range of options. On cue, the front door opened. Polly stiffened, girding herself for the next engagement. 
“How did it go, love? All sorted?” Rosemary stood on the step, her eyes bright with hope.
“This isn’t something we can resolve over a cup of coffee, mum,” Polly replied, heading inside. Her mother pulled the door closed behind them. 
“Well, no,” she burbled, her smile strained. “But he seems genuinely sorry.” 
“I’m sure he is. But that’s not enough to repair a marriage.” She stopped on the stairs and turned to look curiously at her mother. “How did you do it? How did you forgive dad?”
“Forgive?” Rosemary’s astonished expression was a surprise to Polly. “What gave you the impression I forgave him?”
“Well,” she faltered. “You stayed together.”
“Oh, love, it was never about forgiveness. That suggests what he did was forgivable. We both knew it wasn’t. But he was who he was. If we were going to stay together, I had to accept that. It was up to me to decide if I wanted to live with him, knowing him for all his weaknesses. And that he might slip again. It was my choice to stay.”
“Wow,” Polly muttered, floored by her mother’s uncharacteristic worldliness. “You’re a bigger woman than me.”
“It was another time,” Rosemary replied, her smile grim. “I had you and your brother to think of. But I loved your father. And I thought my love was big enough to overshadow his… weaker moments.” 
“Was it?”
“Mostly, I’m pleased to say. And I learned to live with the rest. Which is why I think you should consider taking David back, love. I understand you think what he did was terrible, and it was. I’m not making light of it. But he’s a good man at heart. And you have this wonderful life in Australia. Allow him his mistakes, to be a better man. You’re strong enough to do that, Polly.”
The thought made Polly’s stomach curdle, but she nodded. “I’ll think about it. Honestly.” 

In her room, Polly brooded, her mother’s words echoing as she reflected on Dave, Mari and her future. The hole Mari left was deep and painful, but she’d lived most of her adult life ignoring it. Mostly because of Dave. When they had first met, he’d been ambitious but fun, their early years stamped with laugher and adventure—until he had taken himself too seriously. Success had done neither of them any favours, if she was honest with herself. But he was willing to walk away from the taint of Alan and his practice to start again. 
She flopped back on her bed to stare at the ceiling, trying to rationalise her future. Divorcing Dave came at significant cost—her life would be torn apart. She’d need to rebuild every facet. She’d done that before when she’d left England, and it had been exciting, but she’d been young and her life full of potential—she’d been full of potential. Now the prospect was daunting, and she felt ill-equipped. In part because she was so wounded from her week in Vancouver. Dave was safe, despite being the destructive force in their life together. 
Holding her face in her hands, Polly groaned, not knowing if she was coming or going. 



Chapter 30
It's not what it looks like
ROSEMARY REMAINED SILENT FOR the entire afternoon as they sat in front of game show television, but Polly’s mind was in overdrive, her heart in pieces. When dinner came, she could hardly eat, despite her mother’s encouragement. 
Claire’s text arrived just after dinner. A simple “WTF” and a mind-blown emoji. A moment later, “call me” followed. Polly excused herself from the dinner table and headed upstairs, desperate for sound advice. 
“Polly! Oh my god, what the hell!” 
Polly couldn’t suppress her smile, Claire’s incredulity a perfect match to her bed-hair and smudged mascara. The early morning screech of cockatoos echoed as she strolled into her kitchen.
“How did he find you?” 
“Mum called him.”
“Oh, shit.” Claire pulled a face as she picked at the sleepy dust at the corner of her eye. “Well, that sucks. Have you spoken to him?”
“We had coffee this morning.” Claire’s eyebrows rose. “He seems genuinely repentant.” It felt strange discussing her husband’s uncharacteristic mea culpa as she sat at her old school desk where she had written Mari in her longing. She moved to her bed. 
“I bet he does. Alan froze him out a couple of days ago. Hey, how are you doing?”
Unprepared for the emotional check in, Polly averted her gaze and cleared her throat so she wouldn’t tear up. “Getting there. Day by day.” She watched Claire’s shoulders droop, and her smile tighten. “Anyway, one problem at a time.”
“Sure,” she said and nodded. “So. What did he have to say for himself?”
“He’s leaving the practice.”
“Not by choice.”
“No. But he just seemed… It was weird, Claire, it was like talking to Dave from ten years ago.”
“Is he trying to romance you?” She looked unimpressed. 
“Looks like it.” Polly looked skyward, chewing her lip. “What do I do, Claire? I know it’s crazy to consider going back. He’s been diabolical, but my life is a disaster.”
“That’s a shitty reason, Polly. He cheated. He humiliated you.” Trust Claire for a dose of reality. “Christ, he was leaving you last week. He’s chasing you around the world because he got kicked out of the practice for being a shitty player.” Her voice rose, her anger audible. “Do. Not. Listen. To him. He’s up to something.”
“What if he’s not, though?”
Claire’s eyes flashed with indignation. “Polly, Jesus! You were furious a week ago.”
“That was before I had my heart ripped out. Again. Cut me some slack, Claire.” 
Repentant, Claire winced. “Sorry. Maybe now isn’t the time to decide?”
“I can’t just sit here until I feel better.”
“Well, come stay with me, then. I was serious before when I offered.”
“I can’t impose, Claire.”
“Why not? You can’t stay with your mother. And you can’t move back in with Dave.”
“Back in?”
“He’s moved back into your apartment.”
“How do you find out these things?” Polly asked, incredulous. 
“I’ve been keeping an eye out. Anyway, besides the point. Come stay with me. The girls would love the company. You can talk to Michael. Go see a therapist. Walk on the beach. Do whatever you want. Just take some damned time. Please.”
Polly closed her eyes and combed her fingers through her hair, frustration and confusion uncomfortable bedfellows. Claire was right, but part of her yearned for stability, familiarity, a return to something simpler than the complicated mess her decisions had wrought of late. She almost wished she had never seen Dave in that restaurant window. “Okay. Let me think about it. I need some fresh air. And…” She didn’t know what she needed. 
“Promise me you won’t say yes to anything without talking to me, Polly. Please.” Claire’s desperation was strangely grounding. 

 Polly headed into the late afternoon light to walk off her angst. Dave’s reappearance was unwanted, but he’d brought her back to reality at rapid pace. Daydreams of life with Mari now looked ludicrous, and pining over an old childhood friend a waste of time and energy. Nothing brought that home quite like sitting across from Dave in a mediocre cafe in Southampton. 
As she wandered the shaded paths of the commons, she began to consider her options. Staying in England was off the list. She had come home to find meaning and purpose, and to answer questions about the void in her life—and she had done that—but there were too many ghosts in the UK for her to stay. Returning to Sydney looked prudent. Her life was there. And she had roots, and people who didn’t remind her of her mistakes. Dave among them, despite the terrible things he’d done. 
She stopped by the old cemetery, phone in hand, finally ready for a conversation. As Polly dialled his number, she made an effort to ignore the tombstones, the setting too tonal for the decision she was making. 
“Polly. Hi.” It was impossible to miss the optimism in Dave’s voice.
“Hi, Dave.” She started walking again, turning her back on the graveyard. “I want to go home.”
“Great!”
“No. Not…” She sighed down the phone. “I need to get my life back on track. I need to be home for that. It doesn’t mean—”
“No, of course it doesn’t.” 
“—we’re getting back together. I don’t trust you anymore, not like I used to. I don’t know if that’s something we can rebuild.”
“I know. Gained in droplets, lost in buckets. Polly, I get it. But I promise—”
“Don’t promise me anything, Dave, please.” He didn’t say anything. “We… god, I don’t know if we can even be a we again… I’ll talk to Michael and ask him to push pause. But David.”
“Yes?”
“I want you to understand. That doesn’t mean anything. I need time to think. And to work out how I feel, and what I want, and who I am. Outside of us. Now that…” Mari is gone. The thought rose unbidden. “You drove a wrecking ball through our life. There’s nothing to return to. If we move forward, it won’t be the same. It’ll be a new start.”
“That sounds good, Poll,” Dave replied quietly. “Honestly? I really like the sound of that. I don’t want to go back, either.” 

When Polly arrived at her mother’s, Rosemary was waiting in the front room, a warm teapot brewing, two cups and a plate of biscuits at the ready. 
“Everything all right, love?” she sang out. 
“Fine, mum.” Polly hovered in the doorway, wondering how best to tell her mother about her decision without igniting any unfounded optimism. 
“It’s still nice out.”
“Lots of dogs in the park.” Polly smiled as she sat on the couch and tucked her feet up. “I called Dave.” Rosemary’s face shone with hope, but she waited. “I’m heading home.”
“Oh, love!” Her mother looked like she had just won the lottery. 
“Just… keep your expectations low.” Polly smiled despite herself. “We’re not back together, but I heard what you said. I’m not sure if that’s the right choice for me, mum, but I’m willing to entertain the idea.”
“I’m pleased to hear that. You were always a sensible girl.”
Was I? Polly poured herself some tea, her frown hidden behind her ministrations. That was not how she’d describe her behaviour over the last few weeks. Rash. Foolish. Parsimonious, at best. But she supposed her mother was right. Outrageousness had always been Mari’s wheelhouse. Polly had been the tempering one in their relationship. Mari. She sat back, gnawing on her lip, wondering how long she’d be comparing herself to a ghost from her past. 
“So, when are you leaving?” 
“Not sure.” Polly shrugged. “Probably in a day or two.” Rosemary’s smile was bittersweet. “Thanks mum.”
“For what, love?”
“For letting me fall apart here. It’s been challenging, and I’ve been all over the place.” She gave an apologetic laugh, accepting more responsibility for how their time together had passed than was warranted. 
“I’ll always be your mum, Polly. You’ll always have somewhere to run away to.” 

A day later, Dave picked her up for the drive back to Heathrow. 
Rosemary squeezed her goodbye, sad to see her leave but happy she was leaving with Dave. “Call me, love, whenever you want to talk.”
“I will, mum. Love you.” Her mother’s eyes teared as she let her go, and Polly watched her in the wing mirror as they drove off. Normally she’d have ducked back inside before they’d left the driveway, but Rosemary was still stood curbside as they turned the corner onto Hill Lane.
“Silence, talk or music?” Dave offered, weaving slowly through traffic, braking gently as they rolled through zebra crossings and roundabouts. 
“Maybe you can tell me about Chrissy. The actual story.”
Dave flinched and glanced at her reflection in the rearview mirror. “You sure?”
“Yeah. The full story. If we’re going to have any hope of moving on, I need to know what you’re walking away from. No more secrets.” The hypocrisy of her request rang hollow, and she was grateful Dave’s attention was on the road so he couldn’t see the colour rising up her neck. “This is the perfect environment. I’m less liable to try to kill you while we’re travelling at speed.” 
“Okay.” He scratched his head, a reluctant grimace deepening the lines around his eyes. “Where did we meet? That would be the 2019 conference in Jakarta…” 
He spent an hour cataloguing the three and a half years of his affair. Some details were hard to stomach. The lies he’d told to explain away time he’d elected to spend with Chrissy, on their wedding anniversary, his birthday, numerous long weekends. Conferences that didn’t exist, surgeries that had supposedly run long, Alan’s demanding behaviour. During lockdowns, driving across the city under the guise of a medical emergency, fooling the police, along with his wife. It had been exhilarating to live two lives, he’d admitted. He’d go to work a star and save sporting careers and retirements, then head overseas with a hot young thing on his arm. He’d quickly become the envy of his older colleagues, an adoring, demure young thing one night, a mature, intellectual the next, mistress and wife perfectly balanced. The best of both worlds at no cost. His ego couldn’t have gotten any bigger. He’d felt alive, more alive than at any time in his life. 
Polly’s rage boiled while he talked, her eyes glued to the road, wondering how she would sit through twenty-odd hours on a plane with him, knowing what she now knew. But she’d wanted to know. She swallowed her gall and tried to relax as he rambled through the last few months of his affair. 
His tone changed when he recounted the pregnancy. He’d been terrified when he realised what he’d done, and what it would cost him to do the right thing. Alan’s ecstasy at the news, his advice to move on made Polly cringe. Younger was better, compliant was better. A child would secure his place in the profession as a decent guy. He could do what he wanted after that. Dave appeared to shrink as he recalled his boss’s elation and the months-long baby-fiasco with Chrissy. Remorse poured out of him. Not the belligerence Polly was expecting, but shame because he had gotten himself into such a predicament, with no defensible way out. “The night she went into labour, I realised how much I’d lost. That was the moment. Until then, I still entertained the idea you might actually take me back. And then this kid pops out. So obviously not mine, and I was relieved. But by then you’d left, and the divorce was already acrimonious. All of that, for nothing. Everything I did…” He sighed, his fists tight around the steering wheel, his eyes razor-focused on the road. 
“Do you still love her?” Polly asked, her voice calm. Some of what he described reminded her of that intense week in Vancouver, and sympathy cut through her indignation. She understood what it meant to have your illusions shattered, to have done the wrong thing despite the consequences, only to have those consequences invite you to dinner. 
“No, and I’m not sure I ever really did,” he replied. “I think I loved how I felt with her.” 
That Polly could definitely understand, though it was a poor consolation. “Is that what you want? To be that person?” She swivelled in her seat so she could see his reaction. 
“No. If anything, it’s been a lesson on who I don’t want to be.” His hands clenched tighter about the steering wheel, his foot too heavy on the accelerator. “Chrissy was about fitting into Alan’s formula for success. I won’t lie—I loved the attention. Who doesn’t love it when someone thinks the sun shines out of your arse? But it wasn’t real. I don’t want someone who takes everything I say as gospel. I need someone to hold me to account. That’s something I’ve aways valued about our relationship. You never let me off the hook.” 
Polly steeled herself for the inevitable next line. You make me a better man. Thankfully, it didn’t come. As she eased back in her seat, she reflected on their years together. He’d always been full of piss and vinegar, but he lacked focus. So much of their life had been about his career, his future. He’d inadvertently been a project, a full-time one she juggled alongside her own career, leaving room for little else. She didn’t want that anymore. “That’s not my job. Those are your hooks. It’s up to you to get yourself off them.” 
“Right.” Confusion bunched his brows together. “I didn’t mean…” He was speechless, and they drove in silence for a while. “Do you think we have a shot?” he asked, eventually. 
“Oh, Dave.” Her jaw clenched as she looked out the window. “You’ve just told me you’ve spent three and a half years screwing someone else. It’s premature to ask.” 
The fight back to Sydney was horrid, the distance and turbulence made worse by Dave’s discomfort at Polly’s silence. His attempts at quiet conversation stopped once they were in the air, and he left her alone to her thoughts, but his awkwardness was made worse by his covert attentiveness. All she wanted was to ignore his presence, but he was too ubiquitous. 
For the second time Polly was leaving England for Australia, and Mari for Dave. How different they were as people. Dave’s ambitions were so deeply selfish. Even his confession served a purpose, the regret he displayed crafted to regain what he had lost, not what he had taken from her. He hadn’t always been that man. Could he be someone other than who he’d become because of popularity and money and ego? Could he not be the man being with Chrissy had made him? Even if he could, Polly didn’t know what that meant for her. She didn’t want to be who she was with him. The person she’d been with Mari was who she yearned to return to, but Mari had been her compass point. 
Nothing quieted her mind enough to let her sleep, so Polly drank. When slept eventually came, her dreams were full of Mari again, visions of her hands and mouth unrelenting, the sound of her laughter deafening over the roar of the engines. When they landed in Dubai, she was desperate to get off the plane. She spent their second leg watching terrible movies and sipping whiskey, wondering where she’d live once they arrived back, and what Mari was doing. When the cabin crew announced their descent into Sydney, she almost cried with relief. 



Chapter 31
Coming full circle 
ONCE OUT OF CUSTOMS, Dave booked her into the Hilton in the city. Polly was grateful he hadn’t bothered asking where she wanted to stay. Sometimes his EQ was on target. At the passenger pickup he waited, pliantly, as she bundled herself into an Uber, holding the door open. 
“Let me know when you’re ready to catch up.” There was a vein of hope in his expression. “It would be good to get you settled somewhere that’s not a hotel. You’ve probably had enough of those.” 
“Okay.” She leant over to close the door. 
“Polly?” Their eyes met for the first time in nearly a day. “I don’t deserve a second chance, but I’m hoping you’ll give me one, anyway. That you’ll give us one.”
“We’ll see, Dave. This is going to take time.” He let the door go, and she pulled it closed. 

“Oh my god, you’re back!” Claire jumped up and down in her doorway, clapping her meticulously manicured hands together. She pulled Polly into a quick hug before urging her inside. “When did you get back? Tell me everything!” She scampered into the kitchen and fished two wine glasses from a cupboard, a bottle of red from the wine rack. 
“Oh god, can I have water? I drank too much on the flight.” As soon as she’d arrived at her hotel, Polly had fallen into bed and slept for nearly thirteen hours but had woken the next morning to the worst hangover. 
“Ew. Plane drinking. Never a good idea. Drowning your sorrows or celebrating a win?”
“Definitely sorrows,” Polly replied, accepting a highball of iced water. Claire poured herself a merlot and waved her towards the back garden and a patio lounger. As she relaxed, Polly groaned a little, the sun welcome and warm on her shoulders. “This I’ve missed.” She gazed up into the flawless late spring sky. 
“Okay, tell me everything. Are you back-back? With Dave? What’s the plan? Oh, have you heard from Mari?” Claire’s eagerness was infectious but overwhelming. Polly raised a hand to stem the flow. “Sorry. Where do you want to start?” 
Polly moistened her lips. There was no good starting point. “What do you want to know first?”
“Oh god, the pressure.” Claire rolled her eyes and giggled, then her face became serious. “Are you okay?” 
The worst question to start with. “No,” she replied, folding her arms and cupping a hand to her neck as though she could contain her welling emotions. “But I will be. I’ve done this before, I can do it again. You have to promise me something, though.”
“Sure. What?”
“After today, we never mention her name again.” 
Claire stilled, her eyes round over the rim of her wineglass. “Oh. Polly. Okay,” she whispered. “Okay.” 
It was hard retelling that week in Vancouver, but Polly didn’t skimp on detail. Telling Claire everything made it real and justified her feelings. Fleeting details were suddenly bright, poignant, laden with significance. Her friend was gracious, travelling Polly’s emotional journey, her usual joviality tempered. 
 “So, what are you going to do?” Claire asked quietly, her elbows resting on her knees, her shoulders bunched attentively. “Are you going back to Dave?”
“That should be a no-brainer, but honestly? I don’t know. He’s been awful, but until he screwed up, things were fine.”
“Fine isn’t a life, babe.”
“Yeah.” Polly sipped her water, hesitant to air her thoughts. Claire was right, but she was exhausted. “This has all been so hard. Is it wrong to go back to how things were? It has to be easier than this.”
“Of course it’s okay. When Alan first told me he was leaving, I was petrified. I would have done pretty much anything to get him to change his mind. Christ, I did pretty much anything. Not proud of myself about that.” She coloured, chewing the inside of her cheek. “But ultimately, moving on was the best thing I could’ve done. For myself and the girls. It’s hard. But it’s my life. Alan doesn’t get to dictate my decisions anymore. Giant arsehole that he is.”
Polly snorted. “Ain’t that the truth.”
“I get Dave isn’t Alan. Well, I hope he’s not. But there are so many better options out there.”
“Men-wise?” Polly sighed dramatically, the idea of dating again enervating. “What an unbearable thought. Tinder. Bumble.” She shook her head. “I am not ready for that.”
“Fair call. I have to ask.” Claire paused. “We’re not mentioning her name anymore, but would you want to give women a go?”
Polly’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh god! Jesus, I hadn’t even thought about that.” She laughed, surprised at herself. “I don’t know. I’m not sure if Mari was a one-off or not. Why? Are you making an enquiry?” Polly smirked. 
“You’re not my type.” Claire pouted and sipped at her wine. “I have thought about it, though.”
“Us!?”
“God no, gross.” She shuddered. “But I do like redheads.”
“Claire!” Polly feigned shock. 
“I’m just toying with the idea. But you inspired me. Especially after all this drama with Alan. Maybe the ladies are less drama.”
“Seriously? My Michelin-starred public humiliation isn’t enough to convince you otherwise?”
“Fine, maybe, still drama. But I wouldn’t mind someone who knows their way around.” Claire’s lurid smile was impossible to misinterpret. “That good?”
“Ha!” Polly looked skyward as she bit her lip. “Let’s just say I won’t need a chiropractor for a while.”
“Poor Dave.” Claire’s eyes flared, and she snickered. 

Time passed slowly for Polly, the days stretching out unbearably. Her mind insisted on returning to Vancouver, deconstructing every conversation, searching for something she could have done differently to change how they had ended. No matter the mental contortion, she ended up where she was. It was torturous. Her only recourse was to keep busy, so she returned to a version of her former life before the discovery of Chrissy. 
Dave found her furnished, short-term accommodation in the city and moved some of her things over. It was sterile and cramped, but it was hers, a place she could think clearly. He mostly left her alone, texting to check in, calling occasionally to report his progress finding a position up the coast, or the real estate agent’s thoughts on properties they could buy. It was strange hearing his plan for a future Polly didn’t feel part of, but with no thoughts of what might lie ahead, his quiet enthusiasm gained traction.
As for work, she formally resigned from the company, unable to return to anything that resembled the charade of her former life and the soul-destroying nature of corporate law. Instead, she picked up a part-time maternity leave contract for a firm in the city, handling divorce cases. It was the only aspect of her return that amused Michael. Despite admitting he understood her decision to suspend her separation from Dave, Polly could tell he disagreed and was disappointed. She couldn’t tell him her decision had less to do with her husband than her broken heart and inability to cope with anything more than the rudiments of her life. Claire, at least, understood. 
And she ran. Every morning, as the remnants of her dreams dissipated, but before her mind woke the void in her, she laced her shoes and ventured into the pre-dawn light. From Hyde Park and through the Botanical Gardens, past the Opera House and the Rocks, around to Barangaroo, and then a random zigzag of streets until her legs couldn’t carry her any further, she ran. The relentless rhythm kept images of Mari at bay, the burning in her lungs a welcome antithesis to the usual numbness. 
Until one morning, her body relented. 
Running up the steps to the Opera House, pain shot up her shin, making her knee buckle and sending her sprawling. Concrete burned through the skin on her palms and knees, and she clipped her shoulder and chin on the edge of a stair. With a groan, she levered herself into a sitting position. Nearby, a voice sung out.
“Are you okay?” A man in running gear bounded over. “Ow, that looks bad.”
Polly looked down and grimaced. Blood poured from gashes on her knees, her left hand a pulpy mess. The pain was bearable, but her pride had taken a battering. “I’m fine,” she said, shaking her head. “Bloody stupid thing to do.”
“Are you sure? You don’t look okay.” He frowned as he offered a hand, but she eschewed it as she stood. 
“I’ll be fine, thanks tho…” As she started to walk, pain lanced up her shin, and Polly yelped. “Shit. No. Definitely not fine.”
An hour later, Dave found her waiting in the emergency room at RPA hospital. 
“Christ almighty, what happened?”
“Took a spill on my morning run. I think I’ve torn something in my ankle.”
“Oh, Polly.” He groaned, his face pinched in sympathy. “Have you seen someone yet?” She shook her head. “Give me a second.” He headed to the reception window. She couldn’t hear their conversation, but the nurse on the desk looked progressively displeased as Dave chattered, his shoulders tightening the longer he spoke. His wallet came out of his back pocket, a business card from within. Then he was back. “They’re getting someone to take you through now.”
“What did you say?”
“Doctor bullshit.” 
Two X-rays, five dressing, a sling, a moonboot and six hours later, Dave wheeled her out of the hospital entrance and parked her wheelchair in the pickup zone. “I’ll just get the car.” He gazed down at her, indecision making him frown. “You’ll need to stay with me for a while. At least until you’re out of that sling.”
“Dave, no. I can…”
“You won’t be able to wipe your own arse for at least a week, Polly. The spare room is set up.”
She sighed as he strode off, cursing her stupidity, and how annoyingly right he was. The gashes would heal soon enough, but along with the stress fracture in her left shin, she’d dislocated her right shoulder. No amount of stubbornness could get around the fact she’d need help. With everything. 
As Dave drove them across the city, the reality of the next few weeks sunk in. No independence, no coming home to an empty apartment, no aloneness to work through her feelings. The pause in her life had just ended. She’d be face to face with Dave for weeks, at least until her shoulder healed enough that she could take care of herself. She’d have to deal with him whether she wanted to or not. 



Chapter 32
When there's nothing left to do 
THE FIRST DAYS OF her convalescence were an awkward affair, with Dave overly attentive and unsure of what boundaries he should cross. He hovered. Every time she endeavoured to do something, he was there, offering help she didn’t want or always need. She was grateful, but frustrated, surrendering her dignity to his ministrations and judgement. He helped her shower and dress, her right arm useless, the moonboot a hindrance and difficult to navigate with a single crutch she wasn’t yet strong enough to rely on. 
Despite years of marriage, undressing with him was embarrassing, that first time, particularly. He’d startled as he helped her shed her torn running gear, staring at ribs he was unaccustomed to seeing, and how taut the skin over her joints had become. Whatever he’d wanted to say, he kept to himself, but his concern was obvious. 
Polly bore it all—the pain, the indignity of his attention, the powerlessness. It was a distraction and being back in her own home an unexpected relief. She retreated to the balcony and read or binged Netflix from the couch as Dave worked from his home office. He cooked. They talked idly about world affairs, the real estate market, or his job prospects as they ate, ignoring anything meaningful—to Polly, at least. Occasionally, he’d help her downstairs to their local cafe for coffee. 
At the close of their first week, he cleared out her apartment, returning her things to their usual spots, and moved himself into the guest room. Everything felt weirdly normal, save for her incapacity, their backlog of unresolved history, and her mind’s incessant preoccupation with Mari. 

“This is looking good.” He tilted her head as he dabbed antiseptic cream on the graze on her chin. The wound had finally stopped weeping once he’d removed the scab and picked out some errant pea gravel. “Another week or two and it’ll be fine. It shouldn’t scar.” He affixed a new dressing, his fingers delicate. 
Being under his medical care was like living with the Dave she’d first met. His presence was comforting and left her wondering if she’d fallen in love with him or his bedside manner. 
He leaned back and appraised her. “You’re looking better, Poll. I’ve been worried.”
She had to admit his care had done her good. She’d regained some weight, and the hollows beneath her eyes were fading. Her recovery was as much about Mari’s waning presence as Dave’s ministrations. He suffocated her memories, wearing away at her remembered joy.
“I can see how hard this has been for you. Breaking everything certainly hasn’t helped. But I’ve enjoyed having you home. I’ve enjoyed caring for you.” 
Polly smiled awkwardly and eased back in her chair. He was too close for this conversation, kneeling before her, his medical attention morphing into supplication.
“I know it’s early days, and you haven’t made any decisions, but this is working, right?” He looked around the room, then back to her, his lips thin in an optimistic grin. “You’re going to need help for a while longer, and I can handle your rehab. Why don’t you let the apartment go? It’s a waste of money. You can take your time getting back on your feet. Decide what you want to do for work.” He looked absurdly hopeful. “I mean… Being here is obviously good for you, Poll.” He squeezed her legs and left his hands on her thighs. It was the first time he had touched her in any way that wasn’t therapeutic since before she’d discovered his affair. Polly should have felt something—familiarity, relief, revulsion—but there was nothing. 
“Oh, Dave, I’m… It’s only been a week.”
“I’m not suggesting we get back together. We could be flatmates. Purely plutonic.” He finally let her go as he climbed to his feet. 
“It’ll only complicate things…”
“How can this get any more complicated?” He grimaced at the mention of his self-made mess. “Look.” He shoved his hands deep into his jeans pockets, his shoulders bunching around his ears. “I think we have a shot at making this work. We’ve got a really long way to go before you’ll trust me again, but our foundation is solid, Polly. In this situation, most couples would be screaming at each other by now.”
She refused to tell him the ease of the past week had nothing to do with the strength of their relationship. All she could manage was deference as she navigated the torment of losing Mari and the pain and indignity of her injuries. “The drugs might have something to do with that.” 
He laughed, pleased at her humour. “Maybe so, but… can you stay? I want you to see that it’s me again. The guy you meet in Koletos, plastered on two-for-ones, fending off stunning drag queens.”
Polly chuckled despite herself. He’d been a ludicrous mess that night, but so gracious under fire. His kindness and self-possession had caught her eye, not his swagger or looks. The cocky handsomeness had survived their years together, his beneficence, not so much. “Let me think about it.”
Her concession put a spring in his step. 

The next weeks were equally surreal. Dave’s confidence grew the less she spoke. He filled her silence with endless prattle about his exit from the practice, and his discussions with regional hospitals desperate for specialists willing to be paid a pittance to work in shabby facilities. They had so many options—the Hunter, Central Coast, Tweed Heads if she preferred to go further afield. Polly nodded with feigned enthusiasm and bared those conversations. Her focus was solely on regaining mobility in her shoulder and getting out of her moonboot. All the while she pushed memories of Mari aside, drowning them out with inane questions to Dave, encouraging his patter. 
Nights were harder. There was little she could do to excise Mari from her dreams. Often, she’d retreat to the lounge to fall asleep to some tedious Netflix show, trashy dialogue and fanciful plot lines enough to distract her and let her sleep. Dave would find her the following morning, stiff and cold, but thankfully unconscious. Their Netflix algorithm quickly devolved. 
By week four, she was boot and sling-free. She’d been cleared to use the treadmill and elliptical in the building gym, and she pushed herself, eager to regain her conditioning and for a legitimate excuse to escape her husband. His plans were progressing, picking up speed as she tried to ignore him. 
“What do you think of Lismore?” Dave asked over breakfast. 
“Wouldn’t be my first choice,” Polly replied, mixing her muesli and yoghurt together. She flicked through the news on her phone, more preoccupied with the stream of headlines than their conversation. “What have they offered you?”
“Head of ortho.”
“How many bone docs do they have?” She chewed idly, minimally interested in his answer. 
“One. It’d just be me.” He shrugged. “But I’d have free rein. No oversight.” 
“Do you seriously want to live in Lismore?” Whenever he asked about locations or jobs Polly was careful with her words, never saying ‘we’, talking about his options as his alone. He’d yet to notice her avoidance. 
“We could buy a lifestyle block near Byron. You could set up a practice. There are plenty of rich wankers needing lawyers.” 
Polly looked up, noting the cursory reference to her career. A month had passed, but the cracks in Dave’s selflessness were starting to show. “It won’t be exciting for you. No high-profile sports cases. No career-saving surgeries. No innovation. You’ll be setting kids’ wrists and doing geriatric hip replacements.”
“Yeah, but I’ll also be home by six. If there’s a conference, it’ll only be in Sydney. You’ll know where I am.”
“Trust isn’t about putting you on a leash,” Polly replied cooly. 
“Of course, but…” He wilted, his excitement derailed. 
“If we could solve this by my knowing where you are every second, I’d just hire someone.” Polly turned her attention back to the news, his stunned silence of little interest. Headlines announced more wildfires burning across Canada, and she tapped the story and began reading. 
“How do I regain your trust, then?” There was an edge of self-righteousness in his voice.
He was hard to take seriously when he asked these kinds of questions. In a face so handsome, his plaintiveness was a caricature. Polly trusted him less when he behaved like that. She felt manipulated. “Well, you can’t turn back time, so… I don’t know.” It was a harsh reply, and he blanched. “It’s not up to me to work this out for you.”
“Can’t you meet me halfway?”
“I’m not sure where that is.”
He had no response to that, so she turned her attention back to the news. 

Later that afternoon, Dave found her on the balcony, ensconced in a book, Massive Attack playing quietly, competing with traffic noise from below. He sat on the edge of a lounger opposite her and waited until she looked up. 
“Can we talk?”
Polly marked her page and closed her book. “Sure.” 
“I think we need some help.”
“With what?” She’d taken up the domestic work around the apartment again, her tolerance for Dave’s haphazard cleaning and endless piles of discarded clothes near its end. Another part of their routine coming back to life. She couldn’t pinpoint what other help he thought they needed. 
“I don’t know how to rebuild your trust, and you’re not really talking. At least not about anything important. So, I think we should see a therapist.” The way he said it suggested the therapist was more for her than for them. “I’ve asked around for recommendations—”
“You’ve asked around?” 
“I said it was for a friend. Don’t worry,” Dave replied, ignoring her astonishment. “I made some calls. We’ve got a session booked for tomorrow.”
“You’ve booked us…?” 
“Polly.” He lent forward, reaching out to touch her knee with his fingertips. “I’ve hurt you, and I can see you’re struggling. I thought it might have been the accident, but it’s not. This is deep for you, and I’m not always going to be the right person for you to talk to about what happened.” 
Polly froze, ire burning fiercely as his psychobabble poured out. She tossed her paperback on the lounger as she replayed his words in her head. About what happened. A crime without a perpetrator. Her jaw tensed, and Dave sat back, withdrawing to a safer distance, aware he’d riled her. 
“I know you’re a private person, but I really think this could help.” A brave doubling down. 
The idea of sitting in a room with a stranger, lying about why she was heartbroken, failed to thrill her. As did listening to her husband pontificate about his remorse, or how his guilt made him a better guy. But she considered if seeing someone professional might help. Claire was a dependable ear, a supportive friend, but sometimes even Polly got bored hearing the same words come out of her own mouth. And the melancholy. She worried she might be seriously depressed. Time was passing, but the emptiness wasn’t abating. Missing Mari was not abating. Being with Dave only made it worse. 
“Fine,” she finally replied. “I’ll find someone.”
“But the guy I—”
“If you want me to sit in a room with someone I don’t know, to talk about what you did and how I feel about it, then you’re going to let me choose that person, Dave.” 
He gave her a stiff nod and got to his feet. “Okay. But let’s not hang around. The sooner, the better, yeah?” 

Two days later, Polly sat in an upstairs room of the Surry Hills Wellness Clinic, her new psychologist listening carefully as she recounted the last two months, and the last days with Mari at university. 
“And your husband doesn’t know about any of this?”
“No,” Polly replied, her fingers in knots in her lap. 
Aimee glanced away to scribble something on her tablet, her expression pensive. When she looked up, her smile was gracious, and she nudged a box of tissues in Polly’s direction. “This is obviously still painful for you.” 
Polly plucked a couple of sheets loose and dabbed her eyes. She hadn’t realised she was crying. For weeks she’d been talking unemotionally about Mari with Claire, but thirty minutes with a stranger brought everything to the surface. “I’m trying to move on,” she rasped.
“That’s what you want to do?”
“It’s the only thing I can do,” Polly replied, confronting another unavoidable truth.
“And you want to reconcile with your husband?”
“I think so.”
“Because?”
“I don’t know what else to do,” Polly whispered, looking away. She didn’t like how that answer made her look. 
“Hmmm.” More notes. “You’re an astute woman, Polly. You don’t need me to tell you that’s not the best reason to rebuild your marriage. Particularly when your husband’s infidelity was so significant.” 
“Then what else do I do?”
“Are you worried about being alone?”
“No.”
“Starting again?”
“No.”
“Hmm.” She nodded thoughtfully. “Then I’m not sure why you think your only option is reconciliation.” 
“I’ve loved him nearly half my life. We’ve been happy together. He swept me off my feet.” 
“I’m going to kindly disagree with you on that last point. From what you’ve told me, I think you probably latched onto the first person you thought could stop you feeling the way you felt when Mari ended things the first time.” Polly’s mouth dropped open, the realisation making the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. “I don’t doubt you loved your husband—you might even still love him. But I don’t think that’s how it started for you.” Polly felt sick. “So, my concern is that you’re doing the same thing again. You’re looking for someone to fill that void for you, instead of doing the work to heal. And this time, you’re trying to rebound with someone you don’t trust. And who frankly shouldn’t trust you, either.” 
Polly looked down, the tip of her tongue contritely glued to her top teeth. It wasn’t a point she could argue. As indifferent as she was to Dave, guilt was beginning to pang. “So, I should leave him?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“Then what do I do?”
“I’d like you to think about why you want to repair your marriage. You need a better reason than it being your only option. When you’re clear on that, we can move forward. But if you decide it’s worth working on, you’re going to have to tell him about Mari. I won’t be able to work with you both knowing you’re holding that back. It’ll be a wasted effort.” She shrugged, her smile conciliatory. 
“I guess I have some thinking to do.”
“Polly?” Aimee set her elbow on the arm of her chair, her chin resting on her knuckles. She looked reluctant to make her next request. “I’d also like you to reflect on why you let go again.” 
“Let…?”
“I think you need to understand why you let Mari leave. Twice. I’d also like to see you for grief counselling.” 

Out on the street, Polly hunkered down, trying to collect herself. The pain she’d been fighting for weeks was back, an overwhelming wave that threatened to drown her. Her eyes and throat burned, hot tears streaking her cheeks as Aimee’s words rang loudly. “…why you let Mari leave. Twice.” Did she actually do that? Let Mari leave? She hadn’t stopped her walking out of her Vancouver hotel room. She hadn’t called, or texted, or showed up at her office. She’d simply laid there as Mari dressed and left. And in England, when they were younger, could she have done more? 
“Polly?” Dave had been waiting in the car. Now he was rushing to her, dropping to his knees in front of her. “Poll?” He swept the hair from her face. “Baby?” She collapsed against him and sobbed, desperate for comfort. He held her as she fell apart on the street. “I’m sorry, Polly. I’m so sorry.” His misplaced apology only worsened her distress, but she clutched at his shirt as he attempted to console her. 
Somehow, he bundled her into the car. As he drove across town, he rubbed her leg and squeezed her shoulder, a string of apologies and excuses pouring out of him as she wept, her temple against the passenger window. But by the time they pulled into the apartment car park, his ramblings had doused her distress. Listening to him prattle on about his guilt, that he would spend his life making it up to her, that no matter what he had done he had never stopped loving her, was tormenting. The hypocrisy of bawling her eyes out over Mari whilst her husband confessed his guilt made it impossible for her to grieve. When he finally switched off the car, all she felt was shame.



Chapter 33
You catch more flies with honey
POLLY’S BREAKDOWN ON THE street had a strange effect on them both. Dave redoubled his efforts at being the repentant husband, his attentiveness in overdrive. When he wasn’t fawning over her, he was job-hunting and seeing a therapist of his own. It was odd to watch—his oscillating between optimism and bruised ego, from both activities. He stopped apologising, thankfully. 
For Polly, as decimating as Aimee’s question had been, it was, somehow, transformative. Recognising her part in the demise of her relationship with Mari gave her some power over the situation. If she had let it happen—all of it—she could decide what she did next. Or so Aimee said. But it would take time. Twice a week Polly dissolved into tears on Aimee’s couch, slowly unravelling the knots that had bound her and Mari together for so long. Every conversation was a tour through the five stages of grief, but never in the right order. A day of beach walks or wine with Claire gave her calm acceptance until Aimee’s probing questions sent her reeling again in despair or denial or rage. The process was exhausting, and her progress slow, but Dave seemed to think things were improving between them. His obliviousness to her, and his narcissistic interpretation of her therapy work, had the opposite effect from what he assumed and as the weeks passed, Polly’s opinion of him and his place in her life deteriorated. 

Dave burst through the door, his grin wide as he waved his mobile around. “Polly! Polly!” It took him a second to spot her on the couch. “Poll!!” He grabbed her hand and yanked her to her feet, sweeping her up into a rib-crushing hug, spinning her around. Her toes clipped the flower vase on the coffee table, sending it flying. 
“Dave, Christ, put me down!” 
He set her gently on her feet but held onto her. “I got it, Poll. I got it!”
“You got what?” His giddy excitement was contagious, and she smiled. He looked twenty-five again. She couldn’t help responding. 
“A position at the new clinic in Port Macquarie. They want me to set it up. And I can buy in. We just have to get up there!” He pulled her in for another jubilant hug, burying her frown in his chest. 
“Wait, what?” She pushed him away. “What clinic?” 
“Alan’s new sports recovery clinic.” Polly frowned, hoping she had misheard him. “The guys want me back on board. Port Macquarie, Polly! It’ll be amazing.” 
Stunned, Polly glared. Since when had Dave been talking to Alan? Wasn’t Dave persona non gratis? His redemption with her was predicated on his disavowal of Alan and his misogynistic ways, not a return to the fold. Polly shoved herself out of his embrace and retreated, crossing her arms. Only then did Dave realise her happiness wasn’t mirroring his own. 
“Alan called me last week,” he offered, his smile chastened as his enthusiasm waned. 
“Why didn’t you say anything?” Polly righted the vase, then headed to the kitchen to fetch a glass. She couldn’t look at him or his unfettered ego, so poorly masked. 
“I didn’t want to get your hopes up.”
“My hopes?” Polly bit back a snort of disbelief and poured a half glass of pinot gris. She suspected she’d need a drink for this conversation.
“It’s an incredible opportunity, honey.”
Honey. He was in cajoling mode. “I thought he was done with you.”
“Forgive and forget.” He shrugged. “Besides, it’s business. And I talked with Andrew about it. He says I’ll be fine.” 
Andrew was Dave’s therapist, a source of sometimes questionable advice of which Polly was becoming increasingly sceptical. In what world would a mental health professional advise a patient it was okay to drink from the well that had poisoned them? Polly shook her head. “What happened to Lismore?”
“Well, funny story, actually.” Polly took a large mouthful of wine, sure she wouldn’t find it the least bit funny. “The hospital rang the clinic for a reference—the usual palaver—and they spoke to Alan. Then he called and offered me the position at the Port Macquarie clinic.”
“Alan? Just like that?” Polly asked, her eyebrows flicking up. She made no effort to hide her cynicism.
“Well, I’m good at what I do, Polly. It’s not that surprising.” He puffed his chest out as he spoke.
“It’s also basic business,” she replied drily. “When a competitor opens on your doorstep, you out-compete them or buy them out.” Polly frowned at his naivety. “What’s the deal?”
“Get it off the ground with an eventual ten per cent of the profit base. And my shares in the practice can stay where they are.” He looked far less excited than he had two minutes ago. 
Polly shrugged and pulled a dubious face. “Well, it’s your choice. Do what you want. But I’d read the fine print if I were you.” She topped up her wine and headed back to the couch. 
“Can’t you be happy for me? Just for a second?” He was visibly annoyed. “This is the first serious offer I’ve had.”
“Lismore wasn’t serious?” She set her glass on a coaster and swept her book up, searching for her page. 
“Well, yes, but it wasn’t a suitable position. Andrew told me not to sell myself short.”
“Hmm,” Polly replied, eyebrows raising briefly. Andrew and his masculinity reaffirmation therapy. Transforming men from toxic to terrific in… 
“And as much as I hate to admit it, Alan’s not exactly helping me get time in a room.” 
“Of course not.” And there it was, the nugget of truth. Dave was being cock-blocked by the ortho-bros. Polly’s sigh was drawn out and exasperated. Dave’s problems were quickly becoming hers again. “Just be careful, Dave. He’s trying to lock you out of the market. It’s probably cheaper for him to hire you and give you a start-up than to have you operating out of a regional hospital, taking potential clients. And he doesn’t have to pay you out.” 
The idea had clearly not crossed Dave’s mind, because his eyes went wide. “He wouldn’t do that.”
“You think a guy who ousted you because you were a terrible philanderer is going to hire you back out of altruism?” Sometimes Polly wondered how Dave had gotten through medical school.
“Wow, Polly. Nice.”
“Christ, Dave. Reality check,” she snarked back, rolling her eyes.
“Well.” He cast his eyes around as though the room held justification somewhere. “I think it’s a good opportunity.” He shrugged, demoralised. “We can get settled up there. We should be able to buy something outright by the time we sell this place. So, I wouldn’t need to work so much. You could practise a couple of days a week. We could semi-retire.” 
“Oh.” Polly’s eyes went wide, and she snapped her book closed around her finger, suddenly alert. She was water-testing the idea of leaving Dave, not spending more time with him. 
“Look, just think about it. I have to drive to Port Macquarie tomorrow to vet a practice manager and check out the setup. Why don’t you come? You love that trip. We can stay a couple of nights and have dinner at The Stunned Mullet.”
“I don’t know…”
“C’mon Polly. It’ll be good for you. You’ve been cooped up here for weeks. It’ll do us both good.” 
She couldn’t argue with that. Between recovery, rehab and now therapy, she’d been chained to Sydney since her return. And she did love that drive. Escaping Sydney in any direction was so often a reprieve. One she needed now more than ever. 
“Okay. Why not.” She shrugged, more at herself than him. “It wouldn’t hurt for you to have a lawyer on hand for some of this.” 
“O…kay.” It wasn’t the enthusiasm he was after, but it was the best he was going to get. 

Polly spent the rest of the afternoon on the balcony, avoiding Dave as he packed and booked their hotel. When he was happy, he whistled, and it irritated her to her core. But there was more to her annoyance. For weeks, she’d let life percolate, content for time to pass as she worked with Aimee to reassemble herself. But now emotions her grief had been obscuring were resurfacing, antipathy among them. She was finding it harder to maintain her indifference to Dave and his plans. Nothing he said or did sparked her curiosity, and her lack of interest signalled she was, at best, tolerating him. His presence rankled, his voice grated, his enthusiasm and obliviousness made her sensibilities crawl. The answers to Aimee’s questions—why she wanted to save her marriage, and if she did at all—were becoming undeniable. 
Which was why she’d said yes to the trip. The apartment was an artificial sanctuary, somewhere safe from the world, where Dave was a better—albeit deteriorating—version of himself. She could overlook his occasional slips out of self-interest because she was safe at home, and home demanded so little of her. But Dave in the world would be a different animal. The carefully constructed reenactment of the man she had married would be far more difficult to sustain. And perhaps that would make it easier for her to finally decide what to do. The news of Alan’s Port Macquarie offer had helped, but she needed one final push. 
In some ways, Polly was quietly relieved. Waiting for the other shoe to drop was exhausting. She found it ironic, though, that the clearer she became about wanting to leave him, the more detestable Dave’s behaviour became. As disappointing as it was to watch, his devolution assuaged her guilt over her increasingly frequent thoughts of divorce. 

Dave had thoroughly prepped himself for the trip up the coast by the time sunset began to colour the sky. Sprawled on the couch, he scrolled through real estate listings, sending Polly potential properties. His choices reflected his preferences and peccadillos. Lakeside concrete and glass monstrosities, nothing like the lifestyle blocks he’d promised for years. If he was going to be a big gun and run a clinic for broken sports pros, he’d need a pad that reflected his rockstar status. Another sign Dave was resurfacing. 
By seven, Polly’s capacity to tolerate his euphoria had evaporated, and she retreated to her room to pack her overnight bag. She sat on the edge of her bed with her elbows on her knees, and let her head hang. It was impossible to deny how despondent the prospect of staying with Dave made her, and she cupped her face in her hands. The weight of hard choices and harder conversations felt insurmountable. She wasn’t ready, was still too mired in Mari to be charting her exit from Dave’s plans. But she was running out of time. Decisions were banking up behind her hesitation. Decisions she needed to make for herself if she was to have a chance of being happy of her own making. 
Daunted by what lay ahead, Polly levered herself off the bed and threw the drapes open to gaze out the window. Traffic flowed over the Harbour Bridge, red, white and yellow light trails heading towards Circular Quay and the cluster of skyscrapers towering over the city centre. She loved that view, had convinced Dave this was their apartment based on that view alone. She’d need to let it go. She’d need to let Sydney go. She wasn’t ready for that, either, but it was time. 
“Polly! Pooooolly!” Before she got to the door, Dave knocked and stuck his head in. “Let’s get going by eight. We’re against traffic. We can take our time a bit if we leave early.” 
“Okay.” She smiled—probably her first genuine smile in Dave’s company in weeks. He stared at her for a second before breaking into a wide grin. 
“See you in the morning.” He winked as he closed the door. 



Chapter 34
Bolt from the blue 
DAVE ROSE EARLY TO pack and fuel the car. By the time Polly showered and dressed, he was raring to go. 
“I’ve got water and some apples,” he yelled from the kitchen. “Do you want anything else?”
“No, I’m good,” she called, and scowled at her reflection in the bathroom mirror. She was regretting agreeing to the trip already. She’d slept poorly again, making the prospect of two days in close quarters with a husband she was certain she intended to leave even more uninviting. “This is probably the last time we’ll ever do this,” she muttered as she wove her hair into a plait. The thought lifted her mood, and a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. Once they were back, she would tell him they were finished and put an end to the charade. Then she could start making plans. To do what, she wasn’t sure, but it wouldn’t be with Dave, and that was a good start.
“The car’s in the loading zone. Can you head down? I’ll be there in sec.” 
Out on the street, Polly let the foot traffic weave around her as she steeled herself for three hours cooped up with her self-involved husband. A means to an end, she reminded herself. Dave’s narcissistic prattle would soon be a memory. The nagging emptiness Mari left was another matter, but perhaps a few days away would allow her to focus on a future where neither Dave nor Mari were driving forces in her life. She did her best thinking in unfamiliar environments, after all. 
A lightness filled her chest as she closed her eyes, tilting her face to the sun. For the first time in longer than she could remember, she was looking forward to time on her own, with no one but herself to consider. Inhaling deeply, she turned towards the car, but as she set off, her attention snagged on a face across the road. Convinced her mind was playing tricks, she turned back, searching the crowds. 
Then she saw her. Stood on the curb, looking nothing like the woman she’d left behind in Vancouver—but so much like the girl she’d grown up with—was Mari. 
Polly’s heart lurched, and she gaped. Seconds ticked by while she fought to make sense of this unexpected turn of events. Then Mari pointed towards the closest crossing, Thursday morning traffic too dangerous to jay-walk, and set off, her strides rushed. Polly didn’t move. She could hardly breathe. Blood roared in her ears, her lips tingled, her vision tunnelled. 
After all this time. 
She was imagining things. She had to be. Mari was gone, lost to fear and a wife and career on the other side of the world. She wasn’t in Australia, in Sydney, on the sidewalk outside her home. Polly groped for the nearest lamppost to steady herself, desperate to clear her head. 
A familiar hand gripped her arm. 
“Polly? Poll, look at me.” 
But she couldn’t. The part of her that had kept her afloat these last months refused to believe Mari was there. Then gentle fingers tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear and guided her chin up. A pained smile bent Mari’s lips. The face that haunted Polly, that she never anticipated seeing again, was right in front of her. 
“Hey you.”
“Hey,” Polly whispered. Arms wrapped around her, and she swayed, relief making her wilt into Mari’s embrace. They stood, an island of calm in a sea of rushing workers, Polly lost in the scent of her hair, the warmth of her neck against her cheek, and the whimsy of the moment. When finally they separated, she stepped back to stare in disbelief. “What are you doing here?” She didn’t know what else to say.
“I left Meg.” 
Polly’s face slackened. “You left Meg?” The edge in her voice made Mari flinch. Where had that sting of animosity come from? 
Mari inhaled sharply, confusion quickly overtaking the joy on her face. “Poll? Please. Can we just… go somewhere and talk?”
“About what?” Polly tilted her head in askance, suddenly irritated by her blithe reappearance despite how her nearness made her body vibrate. She took a step back, desperately needing distance. After so long, Mari was still impossible to resist. Her explanations, the chronicle of the last weeks, her excuses for leaving, would just be words as Polly waited for an opportunity to kiss her. And that she couldn’t do. At least not until Mari explained why she was on her doorstep after months of silence. 
Mari stuffed hands in her pockets and sucked on her bottom lip. “I wanted to call—”
“Why didn’t you?” Polly stiffened her spine, refusing to look feeble in front of the woman who had broken her. “It’s been nine weeks.” Nine weeks, four days. She was well aware how much time had passed, how empty that time had been. 
Mari chewed her lip, dark circles visible behind the glint of her glasses. “We both know what that night was,” she replied, the admission barely audible through the roar of morning traffic. 
Everything and nothing. Remorse was hot in Polly’s chest.
“What did you expect?”
“I’m not sure,” she admitted, avoiding her gaze. “I wasn’t thinking clearly.”
“Hmm.” The slightest of smirks pulled at the corner of Mari’s mouth. “Honestly, that I didn’t mind.”
Polly’s cheeks burned, Mari’s lopsided smile reigniting memories of that night. “But you left,” she murmured, her rush of desire quickly extinguished as the heaviness around her heart returned with a vengeance. That night had stopped being a pleasant memory weeks ago. 
The humour ebbed from Mari’s face. “I didn’t expect to end up in bed with you, Polly. But you showed up being the woman I’d always dreamed of. The Polly who wanted me as much as I’ve always wanted you.” 
“Then why did you leave?” The stories Polly told herself to rationalise that night could only explain so much. A wife, a life, obligations, a dozen reasons why Mari had never broken the silence. Reasons to get her through the night, reasons stuffed into the fissures Mari had left in her heart. She looked away, unable to maintain eye contact with the woman who had abandoned her at her most vulnerable. 
“What else was I supposed to do?” Despair crushed Mari’s expression. “You turned up out of the blue and turned my life upside down. Then you…” She gulped a breath, her eyes at her feet. “But you were leaving the next morning, and I had a wife at home. A wife, Polly!” When she finally looked up, Polly could only stare back, the truth of the mess she had left Mari in, the corner she had backed her into, a weighty guilt. She swallowed, Mari’s revelation lodged in her throat. 
“Then… why are you here?” she replied resignedly. 
“Because you walked through my door, Polly. You pulled a thread. Everything unravelled.” Mari’s eyes were wide, her expression plaintive. “I was only ever coming—”
“Polly?” As if on cue, Dave’s hand settled on Polly’s shoulder, startling her out of the bubble she and Mari were in. “We need to go, honey.” He loomed, crowding the space, and Polly froze under his touch. 
Mari gawked, dismay and a flash of hostility on her face as she looked from Dave to Polly to his hand so casually cupping her shoulder. She closed her mouth and straightened, her expression blank as she fixed her gaze on him. 
“Hi. I’m Dave. Polly’s husband.” He smiled broadly and his hand went out. Mari paused before fastening a bland smile in place.
“Hi.” She gave it a cursory shake, her gaze fixed on Polly in askance. 
“Ah, okay? Sorry, Poll, we need…” Confusion narrowed his eyes. All Polly could do was stare, Dave’s presence suffocating and immobilising.
“Fuck,” Mari murmured, shaking her head, not looking at either of them. “I can’t believe this.” She raked her hands through her hair, and half-turned, looking uncertain as her face contorted. 
“Mari.” Panic swamped Polly, and she tried to move, but Dave had taken her hand for some strange reason, holding her fast beside him.
“Unbelievable,” Mari muttered to herself, her tone derisive. “I vowed I’d never do this again, but here I am. Chasing—” She scowled and gave Polly a burning glare before turning and striding away. 
“Mari, stop!” 
“You look good together,” she shouted back, her voice harsh above the traffic. “Quite the couple.”
Polly winced. “We’re…” Was that how it looked? She supposed it must have. Happy families back at the homestead. But there was no time left to explain what was actually going on. Mari had already vanished into the thick of pedestrians, leaving her hand in hand with the man she was determined to escape.
“Who was that?” Dave asked, turning away and tugging her along as he headed towards the car. Polly found herself in the front seat, unsure how she’d gotten there. Dave was staring at her as he keyed the ignition and buckled his seatbelt. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost, Polly. Poll?”
She twitched when he set a hand on her leg. “She’s just an old friend.”
He pouted. “I don’t recognise her. I thought I knew everyone from your past.”
“School,” Polly mumbled, trying to appease him so she could get her bearings. Mari. Mari’s in Sydney. The concept was foreign and unexpected, and she struggled to wrap her head around it. She blinked, trying to shake off the shock. “Bolt from the blue.” Her laugh was fake, forced. 
“Right.” Dave sounded unconvinced. “She didn’t seem too pleased to meet me.”
“She doesn’t know you,” she murmured, distracted. I’m in Dave’s car. Too stunned to think straight, she swivelled in her seat to stare out the rear window as Dave gunned the engine and pulled into traffic. But Mari was nowhere to be seen. Mari, from Vancouver, with flashes of her Mari leaking out around the edges. A scruffy bob and the return of her geeky, round-framed glasses, faded jeans and that same crooked smile. How serious her eyes had grown at Dave’s appearance, then a familiar flash of malice and… what? Disappointment? No. It had been the same wounded expression she’d worn all those years ago in Portsmouth. Polly’s heart sank as she slumped in her seat. Why hadn’t she run after her? Why had she let her leave in the midst of another misunderstanding? All Polly longed to do was yank the handbrake and sprint from the car, to search until she found Mari so she could undo what she had done before it was too late. 
“… there in time for a late brunch… Polly? Polly. Hey.” He reached over to squeeze her thigh again, jolting her out of her dismay. “Earth to Polly. You okay?” 
“Yeah. Yes, sorry.” She met his gaze in the rearview mirror. “What were you saying?”
“I said if we’re lucky and traffic is okay, we’ll hit Port Macquarie in time for brunch. Polly.” He stole a look at her as he merged onto the freeway, changing lanes onto the M1. “Are you okay? Who was that?”
“No one. Just someone I never thought I’d see again.” She tucked that same errant strand of hair behind her ear and forced her attention back to him. The only place she was going was Port Macquarie. 

Dave chattered as they drove, his excitement leaving no room for anything other than what mattered to him. They could learn to sail and join the local golf club. There were long walks to take, beaches and wineries to visit. Dave’s daydreams were her daydreams. Polly let him warble on, nodding occasionally while her attentions returned repeatedly to the pavement outside their apartment building. 
Polly sensed the threads of her carefully reconstructed self coming undone. So much work to let go, to survive letting go, to think of a future without her, to stop punishing herself for falling back in love with Mari when she shouldn’t have. But she had left Meg and pulled a thread of her own. 
At her last therapy sessions Aimee had asked if letting Vancouver end had been self-sabotage, a way for Polly to unravel her life because she was afraid to be with the woman who made her happy. Perhaps staying with Dave was punishment, some sort of self-imposed misery. Martyrdom. Rosemary had stayed in an unfulfilling marriage, setting the worst kind of example. What woman could live through serial affairs and be unaffected? Was Polly following similar patterns? She couldn’t say if Aimee was right, but she recognised she had been punishing herself for mistakes she couldn’t fix. None of which had done her any favours or gotten her closer to what she wanted or needed. But now Mari was in Sydney, unshackled, so obviously there for her, and Polly’s first thought had been to question it, and then let Dave lead her away. She berated herself as the car took her further from where she so desperately wanted to be, but there was no turning back now, not until Dave finished his meeting, at least. 
Unable to tolerate her husband’s prattle any longer, Polly reclined her seat and closed her eyes, willing time to fly by, or sleep to claim her. But Mari’s face loomed. 
Mari. 
Mari was in Sydney. 
A flash of hope drew a gasp from her. 
“Polly?” 
She kept her eyes closed, feigning sleep. 
“Hon?” he whispered, his hand resting on her knee. But Dave was the last person she was thinking about, no matter how intrusive his presence. All she could see was Mari standing in front of her, that familiar lopsided smile drawing her in. 

Polly came to as they drove through the outskirts of Port Macquarie. Disoriented, she sat up and rubbed her eyes. 
“Hey.” Dave’s quiet greeting jogged her back to her senses. She’d been dreaming of Whistler. “I’ve never seen you sleep during a drive like that.” The car’s clock read just after eleven. Polly shifted in her seat and stretched her shoulders, hiding her surprise behind a yawn. “We’re about five minutes from town. You must be hungry.” 
“No.” She grunted, trying to ease the tension from her neck. “What time’s your meeting again?” 
“Not til two. Plenty of time.” He flicked an indicator on and swung them off the main road. “Let’s head to Social. Today warrants reliable coffee and a decent brekkie.” There was no point arguing. They had time to kill, and he was less likely to talk if his mouth was full. 
Despite Dave’s best endeavours, Polly couldn’t shake her distraction. Strong coffee, a healthy brunch and descriptions of a long-discussed retirement life suddenly materialising did nothing to keep her present. When she looked at him, all she saw was Mari scowling as he stood beside her, his hand possessive on her shoulder, holding her back from the woman she had given her heart to so long ago. She hardly ate, and her flat white cooled as she fidgeted, twirling the cup around on its saucer while she waited to head back to Sydney. And Mari.
By one o’clock, Dave’s tolerance had worn thin. 
“Okay, I don’t know what’s going on with you, but if you’re not interested, there’s no point in you coming.” He sat back in his chair and folded his arms tightly across his chest, looking peeved and more than a little holier-than-thou. 
It took a second for Polly to register what he’d said. “Fine. Actually, I wouldn’t mind heading back to Sydney straight after.”
“What? For Christ’s sake.” He huffed in disbelief. “What’s going on, Polly? Yesterday, you were up for a few days away. I’ve booked accommodation, and a table at the Stunned Mullet tonight to celebrate.”
“I’m not feeling great.” It wasn’t a lie. Two days away with Dave, when Mari was in Sydney, was nauseating.
“You were fine when we left,” he challenged, an angry pout drawing his lips into a ridiculous pucker. 
“I’ll cover the cost—” 
“It’s not about that.”
“Then what’s the issue?” Dave’s petulance was taxing, and Polly struggled to mask her weariness. His feelings were the least of her concern. 
“Maybe it’s time we saw that couple’s therapist.”
Startled, Polly lurched to attention. “No.” 
“Andrew thinks—”
“Why would I care what Andrew thinks?” she snapped. “You promised you’d give me time to work things through.”
“How much longer is that going to take, Polly? I’ve been patient. Really patient. I’m doing everything I can to give you space, and I’m getting nothing from you.”
“That’s transactional.” She scowled and stuffed a forkful of avocado in her mouth to stop herself from telling him to fuck off. 
“Well, I think you’re punishing me. Andrew agrees.”
“I didn’t know there were three people in this marriage.”
“Four, by my count,” Dave retorted, obviously unimpressed by Aimee’s ineffectual presence and apparent lack of results. 
Polly glared, annoyed at being drawn into petty conversations when she had more pressing matters on her mind. “Do you need a reminder of how we got here? Three years of infidelity, if I remember rightly. How long did Andrew recommend as a suitable forgiveness period?” Her patience with his sanctimony had run out, along with reasons to be civil. “One week per month of infidelity? Two months per person you slept with? Six months for a child? Discounted if it’s not yours?” Dave stared at her, aghast. “We’ve had a lot of conversations about your remorse, but you’ve never once asked me how I feel about what you did.” She caught sight of a waitstaff and flagged the boy over. “Can I have a glass of red? Whatever’s on hand.” 
“You never want to talk about it,” Dave grumbled, ignoring the lad.
“Of course I don’t.” Polly pouted, done with being polite about Dave’s infidelity and ignoring the elephant in the room. There had been too much of that. Yes, her acquiescence had served a purpose, but he’d snatched too much leeway. His incessant chatter about his dream life and his ambitions and her return to trophy wife were an intolerable reminder of the mockery he had made of their marriage. “Why should that be surprising?” she went on. “I might be so furious I can’t stomach the idea of discussing anything with you?”
Dave opened his mouth to say something, but nothing came. From his expression, he recognised a truth about their relationship he had previously overlooked. “I thought…” he mumbled, visibly uncomfortable. 
“No, you didn’t. At least, not about what this has been like for me. Has Andrew ever asked you to consider how you’d feel if you found out I’d had an affair with someone else?” The hypocrisy of the question wasn’t lost on her, but she barrelled on. “For three years. And secretly had a child?” 
“That’s not possible,” he mumbled, making himself smaller as the boy returned with her wine, his young face both amused and mortified as he clocked what Polly was saying. 
“All things are possible with enough determination, Dave. You had an affair through one hundred days of Covid lockdown, for god’s sake.” Anger she hadn’t realised she still carried poured out. 
“Mate!” the boy muttered as he walked off, his shoulders bouncing as he laughed. 
Dave’s cheeks flamed red, and he stiffened in his seat. “Apparently, humiliating me in public is part of the healing process.”
“Not like I haven’t been there, Dave,” she spat, her eyebrows dancing, daring him to defend himself. He only stared back, his face slack. “Fine,” she replied, resigned to letting him off the hook, at least for the rest of the day. “Look, let’s just get through today and we can work out what comes next when we get home.” 
“I don’t feel like I have much say in that.”
I haven’t had a say in the last three years. She bit her tongue. As angry as she was, Dave had business to do, and she wouldn’t be held responsible for his meeting not going the way he wanted. “We’ll see, Dave.” She turned her attention to the newspaper and her wine. 
Calling a truce of sorts, Dave left her at the cafe and headed off to his clinic meeting. The moment he was out of sight, Polly flipped her phone over and unlocked it. Mari’s text thread still sat in her iMessages, half a dozen brief exchanges that haunted her every time she opened her phone. Now it beckoned, making her hands shake. She threw back the last of her wine, then set about dashing off a quick message. 
 
  Call me. Please.    
She sat rigid, waiting for a response, but nothing came. No delivery notification, no three dots. Nothing. Stabbing the call icon, she pressed her phone to her ear. A strange staccato of chirps rang out. 
“The number you have dialled is not in service. Please check the number and try again.” 
She frowned and glared at her phone, unsure what to do. Mari had an iPhone. Even if she’d grabbed an Australian sim, it would still be attached to her Apple ID. Mild desperation gripped Polly, and she tapped out another text. 
 
  I tried to call you, but your number is disconnected. If you get this, call me. Please    
She could only wait and hope her message had gone somewhere, but as the minutes ticked by, she knew it hadn’t. Tugging at the gold chain around her neck, Polly leaned back from the table, needing distance from her phone. What did she do now? Mari was in Sydney, but she had no way of contacting her. And she was stranded in bloody Port Macquarie when she should have been scouring the streets of Kirribilli, trying to track her down. Unsure what to do, Polly turned her phone face down, finished her wine, then did the only thing she could—she read the paper. 

It was almost four when Dave returned. He looked deflated as he beckoned from the street. Despite their earlier argument, and her turmoil, Polly put her feelings aside, packed her things and made her way to the car. 
“How’d it go?” she asked as she slid into the passenger seat. Dave was silent as he buckled his seatbelt and ignited the engine. They were halfway down the road before he spoke. 
“Mixed bag,” he replied, scowling as he wove through traffic towards the motorway. His shoulders were tense, his fingers tight about the steering wheel. 
“What happened?” 
“Do you care? He glanced away to watch for traffic as he changed lanes, then put his foot down. The car accelerated past the speed limit. 
“Yes, actually,” Polly replied, swivelling to get a better look at him. “I’m pissed at you for being a shitty husband, but we’re still friends.” He crumpled a little at that. 
After a moment he cleared his throat and launched into a monologue, describing the ramshackle conditions of the clinic site, the poor state of the redevelopment plans, the timeline they’d need to get the site ready for the most basic surgeries. Eighteen months, he guessed—at best—before a single client would step through the door. Alan was definitely taking him for a ride, and he was at a loss. His future was tied to Alan, for good or ill. They discussed his options, and how he could revive his career given Alan’s gatekeeper status in New South Wales, as they drove back to Sydney.
“So, Lismore’s done?”
“Yeah, they won’t risk alienating Alan by hiring me. They’d never get another locum up there, let alone a resident surgeon.” 
Polly shook her head in disbelief, torn between sympathy for Dave’s plight and a familiar wave of schadenfreude. He didn’t deserve to keep his marriage, but to lose his career so ignominiously was unfair. Alan being pissed he’d not been a better cheat was no reason to block someone’s future employment. How could Dave explain that in a job interview? “What can you do?”
“Look further afield, I guess. Go out on my own. But that’ll cost a bomb.” 
“What about overseas?” 
He flicked a glance her way as they sped along. “Hadn’t thought of that.”
“Doctor’s shortages are everywhere.” 
He sat silently as he mulled over the suggestion. “What would you do?”
“Me? I don’t know,” she replied, peering out at the dimming skyline, the kilometres between her and Mari shrinking as they talked. 
“Would you come with me?”
They locked eyes in the rearview mirror, Polly’s gaze guarded, Dave’s pleading. 



Chapter 35
Kick a dog when he's down 
DAVE’S SULLENNESS DEEPENED AS he drove and by the time they arrived back at the apartment his mood was darker than the night sky. He slammed the car door after pulling his overnight bag from the back seat, leaving her alone in the parking garage. Polly doubted he’d realised she wasn’t beside him when he disappeared into the elevator. Alone, she leaned against the car, her arms folded tightly. She needed time to collect herself. 
There’d been no texts from Mari, and she’d quickly run out of ideas for how to find her. A mild panic had taken hold as her mind drew a blank and her sense of impotence grew. Dave’s melancholy hadn’t helped, demanding her attention when she needed to be elsewhere. With a sigh, she made her way to the elevator, resigned to an evening with her dour, all-consuming husband. 
“Where were you?” he asked when she walked in. She started to speak, but Dave barrelled on. “Now’s definitely a good time for couple’s therapy. I didn’t appreciate today.” He turned his back, disappearing behind the fridge door. “It’s good you’re finally talking, though. We’re never going to get through this until you do. I really want us to see Andrew together.” 
Polly dropped her bag and squinted, her tongue pressed against her top teeth as she contemplated her reply. He was demoralised, looking for a punching bag to exorcise his frustrations. She was in no mood for that but letting him belabour under the false impression she was still invested in their marriage didn’t sit well with her. The timing couldn’t have been worse to break the news she was leaving, but there would be no good time. She met his gaze when he reappeared, squaring her shoulders in preparation for an argument. “We’re not seeing a therapist.” 
“We’re not?” He plonked a bottle of beer on the countertop and set his hands on either side of it. “Okay, well, if you think we can work this out—”
“Dave.” The chill in her voice stopped him. “We both know this is over. It was over months ago.”
He straightened. “No—”
“It’s time.” She did her best to inject some kindness into her words. 
“No.” He shook his head vehemently, striding out of the kitchen to confront her. His eyes were panicked as he grasped her shoulders. “No. Polly, we’re bigger than this. We’re bigger than some stupid affair—”
“You were having a child—”
“No! I told you—”
“Dave, c’mon.” She shrugged out of his grasp and stepped back. “Can we just be honest? Finally?”
He gawped, his mouth opening and closing, momentarily speechless. “Fine,” he relinquished, throwing his hands in the air. “If that’s what it’ll take for you to stay, fine. Yes, I wanted that kid to be mine. I did. But not as much as I want my life with you. Please, Polly. Don’t throw us away.” He tried to close the gap between them, but she danced out of reach. Pique flickered across his face. “Why now?” He unbuttoned the top button of his shirt and yanked at his tie as though he was wrestling a noose. “What? I’ve got no career now, so it’s time to move on?” With a violent tug, he freed the knot enough to yank the tie over his head. It flew across the room in an angry arc. “I’m not of—”
“Stop it.” He flinched. She hadn’t meant to sound so harsh, but she had no time for his self-pity. There were more important things to do. “I’m going to check into a hotel—”
“What?!”
“—for the night.” She scooped up her overnight back and slung it over her shoulder. 
“That’s it? You’re done? Just like that.”
“What’s the point of discussing things, Dave?” 
“Because I deserve an explanation!” he shouted. “I flew to Southampton to bring you home, Polly. I’ve been taking care of you for weeks. I’ve been in bloody therapy for you! And all this time you’ve just been… what? Buying time until you feel better? No. I’m not buying… whatever this is.” He sneered as he looked her up and down. “You could’ve pulled the plug any time, but today’s the day you can’t do this anymore? What were you waiting for? Alan to kick me in the nuts again? For me to be sufficiently emasculated?” 
Polly sighed. She didn’t have the energy to manage his bruised ego, but she owed him some honesty. She’d been demanding so much of that from him, and even though he’d obfuscated more than he’d revealed, she couldn’t in good conscience lie to him. “I’ve moved on, Dave. I’m not in love with you. I haven’t been since I saw you with Chrissy in that restaurant.” He grunted, knocked back a step by her disclosure. In all their time together, he’d never asked how she’d found out he’d cheated, and she’d never offered. “When I called you the night you were supposedly in Melbourne, I was standing outside the restaurant watching you and Chrissy having dinner.” The colour drained from his face. “I watched you lie down the phone to me.” He couldn’t have gotten any paler. “But honestly, we’d been dead in the water a while. You know it as well as I do. Why else would you have gone looking elsewhere?” 
“I told you. That was Alan.” 
Polly closed her eyes as he droned on, offering excuse after excuse, citing work pressures, a toxic practice culture, Alan’s misogynistic demands, anything that didn’t implicate his lack of investment in their marriage. Apparently, Dave was a victim as much as she was. Normally his diatribe would tug at her, eliciting guilt or pity or anger, but when she looked at him, she felt nothing. Even the sympathies he’d garnered on the drive back were gone. She raised a silencing hand. “Dave. Dave, stop. This isn’t a discussion.”
“Of course it is. You can’t just decide to leave.” 
“Well, that’s preposterous. Of course I can,” Polly replied. “This isn’t up to you. It’s my life. I get to say what I do. Not you. Who the hell do you think you are?” She wasn’t clear on where that angry flourish had come from, but it was satisfying. Dave’s eyes were wide in surprise, and he hesitated before responding.
“This isn’t you.” 
“It’s more me than it’s ever been.” Adjusting the bag on her shoulder, she turned and headed for the door, but Dave ducked past her to block her exit. 
“You wouldn’t leave unless you had somewhere to go.”
“I already left you without somewhere to go.” She reached for the handle, but he pressed his back against the latch. 
“And you were a mess when I found you,” he replied, sanctimony pulling his mouth into an arrogant sneer.
“Why would you think that had anything to do with you?” She hadn’t intended to suggest she had other grounds for leaving him. That was a mess for later conversations. 
“Well, why else…” He faltered, gradual realisation blackening his expression. “You’re seeing someone?” A wash of emotions passed over him—shock, disbelief, rage—finally settling on abhorrence. “Oh my god. You fucking hypocrite. You’re seeing someone.” 
“Dave—” 
“No!” he snapped, thrusting an accusatory finger in her direction. “All this time you’ve been breaking my balls over Chrissy and you’re fucking around on me?” He rolled his eyes as he stormed away, his hands tight fists at his side. “I expected better for you, Poll.” He waved away her attempts at protest. “Always beyond reproach. Little Miss Perfect. Judging everyone from your moral vantage point, as though your shit doesn’t stink.” Was that how he saw her? The barb stung, and she recoiled. “All this time, holding me to account when you’re no better.” Disdain curdled his expression. “How long, Polly?” he asked, his voice shaking. She didn’t reply. “How long! How long have you been… who is it?” His face was a paroxysm of humiliation and rage. Polly swallowed hard, struggling to hide her growing dismay as she met his indignation head on. Suddenly he was standing in front of her again, his glare full of choleric self-righteousness. “Who is he?” There was an ominous chill in his tone. 
“There is no he,” she replied. At least that much was true. 
“Bullshit,” he muttered, gesturing wildly. “You’re lying.” He stalked to the kitchen to snatch his beer from the counter. “How about you tell me the bloody truth and I’ll sit here and not interrupt.” Pulling a dining room chair out, he dropped into it and thumped the bottle down on the table. “C’mon, Polly. Fair’s fair, right?” he mocked. “I’ve had to lay my soul bare. Now it’s your turn.” 
Polly inhaled deeply, then let out a long sigh. It would all come out, eventually, she supposed. As soon as she was free of Dave, she’d scour Sydney until she found Mari and then she’d make her understand. She’d make Vancouver a beginning, instead of the end it had been. Then she’d have to explain it all to Dave, or some divorce lawyer who would make that brief affair sound tawdry and vindictive when it was neither of those things. At least here, now, she could control the narrative.
“Who is he? How long’s it been going on?”
“She, actually,” Polly replied, sounding far braver than she felt. 
Dave frowned, then his eyebrows shot up. “Christ,” he murmured. “The woman this morning? On the street? You’re fucking her?” He pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes, groaning angrily. “Her? This is bloody humiliating.” 
“Humili… Seriously?” Of all the things to prick Dave’s ego, she hadn’t expected Mari’s gender being the barb. “Grow up, Dave.” 
“Well, if you’re going to emasculate me…” 
Polly scowled. “This may be hard for you to believe, but it isn’t about you. And we’re not… fucking. If you want to think poorly of me, go ahead. But this isn’t some torrid cliché.” 
“Great. So, not a revenge fuck,” he spat. Polly’s glower darkened. “It’s not you teaching me what it feels like to be cheated on?” He shook his head, recent conversations clearly front of mind for him. “Hypocrite.”
“So you’ve said, Dave. But you don’t get to claim the moral high ground. I’d never have gone to Vancouver if you hadn’t torn our marriage apart.” He was making it impossible for her to keep her cool, and unnecessary truths were pouring out. 
“Vancou—?” His brows knitted in consternation. “When did you go to Vancouver?”
“While I was in England.” She dropped her bag and headed to the kitchen to pour herself a wine. She’d need all the help she could get to manage what was coming next. 
“You went to Vancouver from England? But you were only gone…” He was a quiet for a moment. “Why did you go to Vancouver?”
“To find her,” Polly said, turning back to him. Part of her wanted to wound him, but her courage faltered at his crushed expression and the stab of betrayal behind it. She set an empty glass on the kitchen bench and filled it with wine, avoiding his gaze. 
Blinking his confusion, Dave scratched at his stubble. “To find…? I don’t understand, Polly. Who is she, exactly?” His shoulders dropped, more of his bluster evaporating. 
“Someone I knew in England. We were childhood friends.
“Were you… involved?” He stumbled over his words, unable to articulate the possibilities. 
Polly hesitated. When Aimee asked about her relationship with Mari, she replied with the benefit of hindsight. I’ve loved her all my life. She couldn’t tell Dave that. It would make a mockery of their marriage, a disservice to them both. He was an arse, but even he didn’t deserve that. “Back then? No, we weren’t, not like that. We were only ever friends.” She gulped more wine. 
“School friends?”
“Yes.”
“In Southampton?” 
“Winchester, but…” How to word it without suggesting Dave was a placeholder? “We had a falling out after uni. We haven’t seen each other since. She moved away. To Canada.”
“Vancouver?” His eyes narrowed as he tried to fill in the gaps. “So, you left me and flew to your mother’s, then to Canada to find some old school friend? Who you’re now leaving me for? That makes no sense, Polly.” 
“I realise that.” Polly squirmed under his scrutiny, conscious she was giving him so little when she’d demanded transparency from him on so many occasions. But this was different. Even though his behaviour had been reprehensible, she still cared enough to save his feelings. 
“You have to explain this, because I just—” He rubbed at his brow. “I mean, how did it get from old school friends to… what is she to you now?” Polly took another gulp of wine, unable and unwilling to answer him. “Well, do you love her? Are you—?”
“Dave,” she pleaded. He could have asked her any other question and she would have gladly answered. 
“C’mon Polly. Just be honest.”
“Yes,” she muttered eventually, aware of how her answer chipped at him. 
“You love her?”
“Yes.”
“You’re in love with her?”
She got no pleasure admitting that to him, despite everything he’d done. “Yes.” 
He was quiet as he digested that, slowly folding in on himself. “And you were there… how long?”
“About a week.” Her stomach lurched. It had taken him three years to replace her. She’d needed only a few days. That was how he would see it. 
“A week?” He squinted his scepticism at her. “To go from school friends to ‘I’m leaving my husband for you’?” 
Polly swallowed, marshalling her thoughts. She didn’t want to tell him more than was necessary. This wasn’t the same story of infidelity he’d told. It was a lifelong love, and it would hurt him far more than a bruised ego would. But he also needed to hear the truth, and she needed to tell it. “We were childhood friends. Best friends. Right through school.” 
He waited, expectant, his expression stoney. “And?” 
“One night we got drunk and… slept together.” Her cheeks burned at the admission. “I handled it badly and Mar… well, she left, and I hadn’t seen her since.” 
“So, you left me and flew to Vancouver to find a woman you slept with twenty years ago and a week later you’re in love with her?”
“I think I’ve always been in love with her. I just… I never understood that until I found her in Vancouver.” She finally dared to meet his gaze, and his face dropped. He became painfully still. 
“Then why did you move back in with me? Why did you come home in the first place?” His voice cracked, and he cleared his throat. 
Polly looked away. “Because we’d let each other go.” When she looked up to meet his gaze, his eyes had reddened with withheld tears. 
“Oh wow,” he whispered. His expression made Polly’s stomach twist. “Did you ever really love me?” It was an agonising question for both of them. 
“Oh, Dave, yes.” Tears welled. “I did. I still do. Despite everything.” He looked unconvinced. 
“But not enough…”
“We’re both responsible for that,” Polly replied, unwilling to shoulder the blame for the implosion of their marriage. 
“What does she give you that I can’t?”
“Myself,” Polly replied flatly.



Chapter 36
Seek and you will find 
IT WAS AFTER NINE when Polly checked herself into a hotel in the city. She was exhausted. Leaving Dave was always going to be hard, but she’d never dreamed she’d break his heart the way she had, or that she’d feel so terrible about it. Aimee would have a field day unpacking that with her. 
From her hotel room she could see the Opera House and Harbour Bridge, the view a mirror image of the one from her bedroom window in the apartment she no longer lived in. The perspective was dislocating and reflected her mood. Her world had turned inside out, her feelings with it. Excitement at having freed herself from Dave jostled with a heavy dread of a pending divorce and the thought of trying to find Mari amongst five million Sydneysiders. From the edge of her hotel bed she stared into the night, wondering how to begin the search when inspiration flashed. Plucking her phone from her bag, Polly FaceTimed the one person who could help her do the impossible. “Claire?” 
“Hey babe. How’s it going? Killed Dave yet?” 
Polly snorted. “Not quite, but I think he died a little when I left him for good a couple of hours ago.”
“What? You’ve left left him? Like, properly left him?” 
“Yeah.”
“Hallelujah!” Claire screamed. “Thank Christ for that. I was thinking of organising an intervention.” 
Polly laughed. “Well, if you love that, you’re going to love what’s next. I need your help to find Mari.” Claire whooped so loud Polly almost dropped her phone. 

The next morning Claire collected and took her home, despite Polly’s protestations. Claire had insisted, and as they sped through the eastern suburbs, Polly was quietly relieved she’d let her friend talk her into occupying her guest room while they scoured Sydney in search of Mari. 
“So, her number isn’t working.” Claire swerved through a round-about, flooring the Mercedes as she bounced around in her seat. “And she’s left her wife. I reckon she’s had to ditch her number. We should call her office.”
“In Vancouver?” Polly squawked. Claire nodded. “God, no. They wouldn’t tell me anything, anyway.”
“We can find out if she’s still working there, though. That’s a temperature check. You want to know if she’s not calling you back, or can’t, right?” She flicked an indicator on a scant second before turning the car down a driveway. There was a short screech of rubber as Claire stamped the brakes. 
“Your talents are wasted,” Polly remarked, unfastening her seatbelt. She’d have never thought to test a suspicion like that. 
“What about family?” Claire slid out of the car, chewing her lip as she strode to the front door, keys jangling from her fingertips. 
“Hers?” Polly followed, her bag bouncing against her hip. 
“Yeah. You saw her mother at Stone Henge, right?” 
“I’ve no idea how to contact Gail.” Polly frowned to herself as they entered. It had been twenty years since she’d last called the Llewellyn’s. “Mum might know. She used to have the phone numbers of everyone in Winchester. She probably still does.” 
“Excellent. You call your mum, I’ll call her ex-wife!” Claire looked delighted at the prospect. Polly felt anything but. “We should call the hotels, too. We might get lucky. Some chatty concierge might give her up for us.” 

“It’s four thirty in Vancouver,” Claire yelled. “Hurry up!” Polly glanced down the long hall as she retrieved her laptop and a notebook and dumped her bag on the guest bed. She kicked her shoes off and hurried back to the kitchen. The scent of warm focaccia, melted cheese and fresh coffee greeted her, and her stomach growled. She hadn’t been hungry for months. Nabbing a piece of bread to chew, she slid onto a dining chair and turned her Mac on. 
“I’ll call her office,” Claire announced, handing her an espresso. “You start with some hotels. Anything central. Probably fancy, right?” 
Polly arched her eyebrows. Vancouver Mari would be at the Langham, but separated Mari might very well be at a backpacker’s. Polly would call them all. Googling accommodation, she began scribbling down places and numbers, watching as Claire paced the deck, her phone pressed to her ear. Polly couldn’t hear her through the double glazing, but it wasn’t long before Claire was back, her expression amused.
“Yup, she’s persona non gratis. The receptionist actually asked if I knew where she was.” Claire guffawed as she pulled out a chair opposite. “From the sound of it, she royally pissed her wife off.” 
Polly had no difficulty imaging Meg’s response to Mari leaving her, and she pouted ruefully. “I’m going to call some backpackers. Do you want to start with some high ends?” She tore a page from her notebook and slid it across the table.
It was nearly midday before Claire struck it lucky with a budget hotel on Pitt Street. “Yesterday?” Her frown made her looked worried as she listened to the voice on the end of the phone. “Did she say where she was going? … I get you can’t, but we really need to find her. Her wife’s quite concerned.” She locked eyes with Polly and chewed the inside of her cheek. “The airport? And she didn’t… Okay… No… Look, thank you. I really appreciate it.” She ended the call and met Polly’s stare. “She checked out yesterday about midday. They called her a taxi to the airport.” 
Polly slumped back into her chair. Mari had run again. But this time, she had no idea where. Unsettled, she pulled her bun from its clip and wrapped her hair around her fingers distractedly before securing it again. 
“She wouldn’t head back to Vancouver, right?” Claire drummed her fingers on the dining table as she pondered Mari’s options. “So, surely she’d head home to England. Where else would she go?” 
Knowing Mari, she’d probably jumped a plane to Montevideo. “I’ll call mum. She might still have Gail’s number.”
Claire checked her phone. “It’s three in the morning UK time.” 
Tears welled up in Polly’s eyes, and Claire reached across to grasp her hand. “How could I have screwed things up again, Claire?” 
“Hey. We’ll find her.” She gave her fingers a squeeze. “We’ve only just started, and we already know she’s left the country. We’ll track her down, and then you’re on a plane, and all you have to do is explain, and then you’re good!” 
Polly’s smile was unconvincing. She was less confident things would pan out so easily. But she was determined to try. She’d fly to the ends of the earth if she had to and wouldn’t stop talking until Mari believed she’d left Dave, that there was only one person in her future. She wasn’t letting go this time without a fight. 
Claire’s hospitality kept Polly distracted most of the afternoon. Wine and gossip about Alan’s faltering practice had Polly entranced. With Dave the knee genius no longer on staff, Alan had been forced back into surgery to botch a basic ACL reconstruction for an up-and-coming NFL player. The nineteen-year-old was taking Alan to court and being very vocal about it. Clubs were backing away from the clinic left, right and centre. Claire had Michael working around the clock to safeguard her assets, filing for a lump sum settlement before there were only bones left to pick over. As financially precarious as she was, it was Claire’s moment to enjoy a little schadenfreude, and she toasted her ex-husband’s woes over inordinately expensive champagne. 
“Okay.” Claire unfurled herself from the sofa, scooping her empty glass up on her way to the kitchen. “The girls will be back soon, and we all need to eat. I’m going to rustle up some dinner while you call your mum.” 
Polly pulled a face, feeling quite unmotivated. Rosemary texted often, and they were on better speaking terms, but only because she was back home with Dave. Telling her mother she’d left her husband again would be an unpleasant conversation starter. Her reaction to requests for Gail’s phone number would be even more distasteful. Still, five minutes of her mother’s disappointment would be worth it if she had what Polly so desperately needed. Emboldened, she propped her phone against her wineglass, swiped her contacts open and called her mother’s number. The dial tone filled the room, and Claire gave her a reassuring wink as she waited for Rosemary to answer. 
“Hello?”
“Mum?” Polly tapped the speaker icon so Claire could hear. “It’s me.”
“Hello, my love. This is an unexpected pleasure.”
We’ll see about that. “Mum, do you have Gail Llewelyn’s phone number?”
A moment of silence. “Whose?” Again with the games, and Polly’s eyes narrowed.
“Gail’s, mum. I need to find Mari.” 
More silence. When she spoke, Rosemary’s tone could have melted ice. “Why? I thought you were done with that woman.” 
“Mum.” Polly sighed and propped her elbow on the table, her chin in her hand. “Don’t be like that.”
“It’s a childish infatuation, Polly. Why can’t you put it aside?” She sounded exasperated. “Why did you go to Canada? You’ve made yourself a life. Isn’t that enough?”
“It’s not the life I want. It’s never been—”
“Anyone else would be thrilled to have your life. A thriving career, a handsome husband—”
“I’ve left Dave.”
Silence. “Again? Oh, Polly.” Her disappointment was palpable, but Polly was no longer interested in meeting her mother’s expectations. “Why?”
“Because I love her. I’ve always loved her.” Surprise flickered across Claire’s face. Polly realised that, despite their hours of conversation about Mari, she’d never said those three words about her.
“No, you don’t,” Rosemary snapped. “She’s mesmerised you again, that’s all. I’ll grant she’s got a certain charm, but all she ever did was manipulate you for her own ends. The trouble she got you in—”
“So she told me, mum. All of it.” Polly’s interruption earned a gasp from Rosemary. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why did you keep all that from me?”
“I wasn’t having you dragged through the mud because of that filthy girl. It was bad enough dealing with the principal and all that disgusting gossip. I wasn’t about to encourage you.” 
Claire hissed, sympathy for Polly clear in her expression as she left the kitchen to sit beside her. She grasped Polly’s forearm and squeezed. A week ago, she would have needed Claire’s allegiance, but her mother’s bile was ineffectual now. 
“I know you think you were doing the right thing, but you should have told me. If not then, then when I visited. I’ve been searching for answers for so long—”
“What answers? Answers to what? You don’t need that girl, Polly. She finally had the good sense to leave you alone after I told her to. I don’t understand why you continue to run after her.”
Rosemary’s slip froze Polly in her seat. “When was that?” she whispered. When she had left Southampton, she’d known there were more secrets, but this one felt egregious.
“When was… Oh.” This time Rosemary paused. “After university.” A weak admission, but Polly’s blood ran cold. 
“When?” she promoted, anger creeping into her voice. 
“After you moved home. She showed up on my doorstep, but you were out. Thank goodness.” Rosemary’s sanctimony sounded forced. “So, I told her the truth. That she was bad for you, and you were better off without her. You’re not that kind of girl. She left you alone after that. Finally. And look how well things turned out for you. You’re free of her. You met David. Such a wonderful man.” Polly squeezed her eyes shut, unable to look at her phone. “And you’re so successful.”
“So you keep telling me,” Polly growled, tears burning. “But it’s not what I want.”
“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Rosemary muttered, her irritation audible. “You have a husband and a career. Be satisfied with your lot, Polly.”
Silenced, she swept her phone up, her thumb hovering over the disconnect button, but Claire gripped her wrist. Gail, she mouthed. 
Uncertain how to deal with her mother’s insufferableness, Polly ran her tongue over her teeth. “No one would care if Mari and I were together,” she finally said. “Certainly no one you know now. And if they do—”
“I’d never mention that to my friends,” she snarled, her disgust evident. 
All Polly wanted to do was hurl her phone across the room. Instead, she drew a settling breath, forcing her abhorrence down, and focused on the task at hand. “All right. I can’t change your mind. If that’s how you feel, well.” There was nothing else to say. “Do you still have Gail’s number or not?”
“She doesn’t love you,” Rosemary snapped. 
Polly shook her head. “That’s for me to find out for myself,” she replied. “If you want Mari out of my life, your best chance is to help me find her so it can all fall apart, and you can remind me you told me so.” Claire gave her forearm another squeeze as they waited, expectant, while Rosemary vacillated in England. 
“I suppose there’s no point arguing with you.” She huffed down the phone. “You were always too stubborn for your own good, Polly. It’ll all end in tears and I’ll have to pick up the pieces again, I suppose. Wait a minute.” There was a clatter as she set the phone down, then footsteps. Claire tapped the mute button on Polly’s mobile. 
“Christ on a bike, she’s a lot.” 
“Told you,” Polly replied, her pout grim. “That was easier than I thought it would be, though.” 
“Polly? Are you still there? Another sigh of despair reverberated through the phone.
She unmuted herself. “Yes, still here.”
“I don’t have that Llewelyn woman’s number. Why you’d think I’d have that, I can’t fathom. But I do have Barbara Cleaver’s number, and she knows everybody’s business in Winchester.” 





Chapter 37
The unbearable weight of disappointment 
TWO MORE CALLS AND Polly finally had Gail’s number. Claire had concocted lies about a school reunion to give Polly a plausible reason to wheedle information she needed from two reluctant strangers. Not expecting the fabrication to work, Polly had been sceptical until she was scribbling down a UK mobile number. 
“You look more nervous about calling Mari’s mum than you did talking to your own,” Claire remarked. 
The girls had arrived back home an hour before and after a quick shared meal had retreated to their rooms to finish their homework. They’d been a welcome distraction over dinner, updating their mum about school, soccer practice and Alan on the sidelines shouting uninformed instructions until their coach had banished him. Old enough to be critical of their father’s behaviour, they’d cackled as they imitated him. Polly applauded Claire’s valiant efforts not to laugh and wondered if she’d have the fortitude not to malign Dave if they’d had kids. But now it was just her, Claire, and Gail’s phone number, and no choice but to make what could be an easy or awful call. What had Mari told her mother—if anything at all—and would she know where her daughter was? For a moment she hoped Gail wouldn’t pick up. 
Claire snagged Polly’s phone from her fingers, quickly keyed in Gail’s number and slid it back across the table. “Rip the bandage off. C’mon. The longer you faff around, the further away she gets.” Sobered, Polly tapped the call and speaker icons and hunched over her phone. 
“Hello?” 
Gulping a deep breath, she gave Claire a hopeful look and swallowed her nerves. “Mrs Llewellyn? Gail? It’s Polly.” Silence followed, and her brow furrowed. “Polly McAllister.”
“I know who it is,” Gail replied. Taken aback, Polly stiffened. Sternness was something she’d seldom heard from Mari’s mum. Everything came with a smile, regardless of how dire the situation. Her surliness did not bode well. 
“Um, I’m… I’m trying to find Mari, Mrs Llewellyn. Do you have her number?” Of course she did. What an absurd question. 
“I’m not giving it to you, Polly. You’ve done enough damage. I think you should leave my daughter alone.” 
“Gail—”
“No.” Even Claire flinched at her abrasive retort. “She told me everything. I can’t believe… I always thought better of you, Polly. I had assumed it was your mother causing the difficulties at school and interfering with your friendship. I never dreamed you were capable of taking advantage of Mari like that, or of such cruelty.” Bitterness poured down the phone and Polly shrank into herself as Gail continued her rebuke. “That you would lead her on and then break her heart. I asked you all those years ago if you knew why she had run off and you never said a word.” Heat burned Polly’s cheeks. “And then you sought her out in Canada. At the cost of her marriage, and her career?”
“What?” she squeaked? 
Gail paused. “Of course you don’t know. You just flew away, not bothering to contact her at all.” 
“She said… I didn’t…” Polly was at a loss for words. 
“You didn’t what, Polly? Think? Mari was married. Yet you chose to pursue her. Surely you understood what that would mean?
“I wasn’t thinking—”
“Yes, well, neither of you were, by the sounds of it.” Gail conceded, her sigh audible, suggesting whatever had happened had been severe but predictable. “Anyway, you’re back with your husband, as I understand it.” 
“I’ve left him,” Polly replied quietly. 
“Really? Again?” Gail snorted, denting Polly’s ego. 
“I never went back to him. I just… I thought we were done, Mari and me. I went home, but I didn’t go back to Dave. I was trying to get over her.” She tried to shrug off the shame Gail’s words had triggered. “I love her, Gail. I always have. I’ve made mistakes—” Gail’s bark of disbelief nearly stopped her, but Claire’s encouragement kept her talking. “—but I need to find her. I need to explain everything. Gail. Please.” Silence followed, and Claire grasped her hand in anticipation. 
“Why should I believe you?” Cowered, Polly held her tongue. “Honestly.” Another sigh. “I lost my daughter, Polly. For almost twenty years she’s stayed away because of you. Her father—” Gail’s voice broke, and she cleared her throat. “The only good thing to come out of this is that Mari came home for the first time—” The line fell silent again. The sound of someone blowing their nose drifted down the line. “This is where Peter and I differ in our opinions.” The strength returned to Gail’s voice. “I don’t want you anywhere near my daughter. But her father seems to think you’re worth fighting for. He was the one who suggested Mari fly to Sydney to see you, despite my protests. That he was so lucid for that conversation…” Her gall bled down the line. “I don’t like the fact that I was right about your not being dependable, but he’s a romantic, and he and Mari were always so similar in that respect.” She huffed in defeat. “When he asks how your reunion went, how do I tell him you’ve broken my girl’s heart again?”
“You won’t have to,” Polly replied, her eyes burning with unshed tears. 
“You can’t promise that.”
“No. I don’t suppose I can.” She glanced at Claire, unsure what to say to convince Gail of her better intentions. “But we’ll never know if we can be happy together unless I find her. I’ve behaved poorly—I know that. I’ve chosen the easier path instead of standing up for what’s important to me. But not anymore. The life I live without her is… enough, but—” Tears spilled down Polly’s cheeks as she struggled for words.
“She has a light,” Gail offered.
“I should never have let her leave me in Portsmouth. And I never should have left Vancouver. Where is she, Gail? Please.” Agony twisted the last words out of her.
“Oh, dear Polly.” The heartache in Gail’s voice was enough to release another wave of tears and Polly’s breath hitched and shuddered. “I really shouldn’t tell you—”
“Please don’t be the one who stops us being together. Not you. You and Peter were the only ones—”
“All right. All right. But you have to promise me you’ll be gentle with her. And persistent. You know how stubborn that girl can be.” 
That elicited a laugh, and Polly smiled through her tears. “Oh, I know.” 
“She’s in Thailand.” 
“What?” 
“She’s run away to lick her wounds again. I have a local mobile number for her, and the name of her hotel.” Her voice faded, and paper rustled. “She’s staying at the… what does that say? Where are my glasses? The Patong? The Patong Resort in Phuket. That’s it. She’s supposed to arrive there today, so I don’t have a room number for her.”
“That’s fine,” Polly replied, tapping the details into a fresh note on her phone. Gail slowly read her phone number out, and she carefully keyed it in too. 
“What will you do?” 
Before Polly could reply, Claire shoved her phone into her line of sight, flights to Phuket on screen. There was a direct flight departing early the following day. It was deathly expensive, but she’d be there by evening. “Book a plane ticket for tomorrow.”
“Will you? Really?” 
“I can’t promise everything will work out, but I can promise I’m going to do everything I can to fix things, Gail.” 
“Right. Then I won’t tell her you’re coming. She’ll only leave before you get there.” 
Subdued, Polly thanked Gail quietly and ended the call. Claire clutched her hands.
“You’re white as a sheet.” 
“What if she won’t talk to me?” 
“I’m not too worried. Last time you went to make amends, you got her into bed.” 
“Claire!” She gave her friend a nudge, glad for her irreverence. 
“Let’s get this flight booked. Do you have your passport?”
“Oh, shit.” 

Two hours later Claire arrived back with her travel documents and a paper bag full of sanitary products. “Okay, your husband is really irrational when he’s pissed off.” She dumped the bag on the dining room table and slid Polly’s passport over. “Apparently, of all the things in the house he doesn’t want around because they remind him of you, it’s tampons.”
“You’re joking?”
“I shit you not. He was a wreck though. I’d say he hasn’t stopped drinking since you left. He stank.” 
Polly puffed out her cheeks, wanting to care that Dave was having a hard time, but too distracted to afford him the attention. “Well, he’s a big boy. He’ll get over it. Anyway, I’m on the seven fifty-five tomorrow morning.” She looked around. Normally she would be up to her eyeballs packing and readying the apartment for a prolonged absence, but she had nothing to do. She had her overnight bag, and that was it. Two sets of clean underwear, two t-shirts, her laptop and charger and e-reader, toiletries, sunglasses, pyjamas, notebook and pen. That was it. Woefully under-packed, the best she could do was shop at the airport. But what more did she need? If things went as she hoped—if Mari forgave her and was prepared to start again—then everything she needed was in that bag. The rest they would figure out together.
“Lift to the airport?”
“Would you? Is that okay? I’ve asked so much of you, Claire. More than I deserve.”
The smile that greeted her was rueful. “It’s been worth it to watch the return of the woman I’ve drunk far too much red wine with over the years. You’ve been a bit of a bitch lately.” 
“Oh my god!” Polly leaned into her, chuckling, then held her tightly. “Thank you for sticking around.”
“You give me hope,” Claire responded, her face pressed against Polly’s shoulder as she squeezed her tight. 
“We’ll see.” Polly’s sigh contained a multitude of fears, but beneath them a seed of hope took root. 



Chapter 38
Everything we never said 
CLAIRE DELIVERED HER TO the airport far too early. Despite heading to bed straight after Claire’s return from Dave’s, Polly had hardly slept. She rose well before dawn to stride about the lounge, rechecking her flight details over and over. The house’s security alarm went off with her pacing, dragging the family up at an uncomfortable hour. 
She was no better at the airport. Her anxiousness got her a pat down and in-depth discussion with security and the one-way ticket to Thailand raised more questions. Bursting into tears as she explained why she was so ill-equipped for the trip mortified half the border control officers and melted the rest, earning her a quick exit from the tiny room they’d dragged her into. 
With more time to kill, Polly meandered the terminal’s duty-free shops, wondering if she should buy Mari a gift, or herself more underwear—not that there was any to buy—or sleeping tablets for the flight. She downed a coffee as she walked, and then another, her nerves jangling. Then she was boarding. 
Time crawled by as the flight levelled out and arced over the central dessert. Alien landscapes hypnotised Polly, and she eventually nodded off, her face pressed to the window. When she woke again, the plane was descending into Singapore. 
Her transit was much smoother than her departure, and she made her connecting flight without incident. No sooner was she in the air than the plane was descending again. Nervousness set her knees bobbing. As soon as the steward announced they could switch their phones from flight mode, she texted Gail that she was in Phuket. A few moments later a reply buzzed. A smile emoji, but no updates on Mari’s whereabouts. Which hopefully meant she’d be where she was meant to be. 
The hour-long Grab ride from the airport to Mari’s resort was the longest journey Polly had ever taken. Her driver pointed out places to visit as they wound their way across the island, asking if she would like to stop at the outlet mall or the Upside Down House Museum for photos. She hardly heard him. Blood rushed in her ears and her heart thundered. He couldn’t drive fast enough. Eventually, he stopped talking. 
It was almost dark when they finally reached their destination. Patong Resort’s marble and glass entrance loomed over her as she exited the car and slung her duffel bag over her shoulder. She surveyed her surroundings as she entered and headed for the concierge, hoping she might see Mari among the tourists at the bar, or wandering towards their rooms. But she didn’t recognise anyone.
“Hello ma’am. How can I help you?”
Polly whipped her head around and gave a small young woman in a smart uniform her widest smile. “Hi. My friend is here. Um.” She plopped her bag down at her feet and set her forearms on the marble reception. “Her name is Mari Llewellyn.”
“What room, please?”
Polly faltered. “I don’t know.” 
The woman—Preeda, according to her lapel badge—blinked, her smile deadening a little. “You don’t know the room number, ma’am?”
“No,” Polly replied, giving her a hopeful smile. 
“I’m sorry ma’am, without a room number—”
“Could you just… can you call her room?”
“I need a room number, ma’am.” Her smile was polite but firm.
“I understand. I don’t have that though. Maybe you could just call and ask her to come down?”
“I’m sorry ma’am.” Preeda’s nod was curt. “I need a room number. Without a room number—”
Polly grimaced, tired and frustrated. “Look.” Her tone was brusquer than she’d intended. The young woman stiffened and glanced at a colleague. Polly’s hands went up in appeasement. Taking a breath, she calmed herself. “Sorry. Long flight, and I haven’t slept. Preeda?” The concierge gave a slight nodded. “I’ve come a long way to see her. We’re old friends, and,” she considered how much to say, unsure how receptive Preeda would be to the truth of her situation. “It’s supposed to be a surprise. A reunion.” Her wince earned a flicker of understanding. “We grew up together. But we haven’t seen each other for years. I’m on my way to London, but I heard she was here, and I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to reconnect.” The lie fell out of her so smoothly. “I’d booked a lay-over in Bangkok. I landed to a message from her mother. The timing is so ridiculously coincidental that she’s here on holiday. We’re never in the same country at the same time. So, I jumped on a flight…” she rambled on, desperately hoping her feigned excitement would convince the young woman before her. 
Preeda glanced at her colleague again. The young man shrugged and made a face. Apparently, it all sounded benign enough. “What is her name?” Preeda asked, staunching Polly’s fabrications.
“Llewellyn. Mari Llewellyn.” She spelled it out to prove she knew who she was trying to find. 
 “You can sit there.” Preeda waved at an oversized ottoman opposite and waited until Polly walked away before picking up the phone. Seconds later, she placed it back in its cradle. “No answer.” 
Polly chewed her top lip. Perhaps Mari was out. It wasn’t seven yet. The night was still young. “Can I wait here?”
“There are seats along…” She pointed as she talked.
“I don’t want to miss her if she comes back.”
“If she comes from the pool, you won’t see her.” 
Polly followed Preeda’s gaze and tapped the tip of her tongue on her teeth. “But you could call again later, yeah?”
With a small shake of her head, Preeda gave her colleague another weary look. “I’m not supposed to.” 
“Okay.” At that point, all Polly cared about was not being ejected from the reception area. “But I can wait. Is that okay?” The concierge nodded reluctantly. With a sigh of relief Polly dropped onto the ottoman, her bag between her feet. 

By ten, Polly wondered whether she’d missed Mari somehow. Tourists poured through the reception area, returning from dinners at restaurants and other resorts, and several blond bobs drew her eye, but none of them was the woman she was waiting for. Her patience seemed to earn some sympathy from Preeda and her colleague, though, and they quietly called Mari’s room several times, to no avail. They sent her chamomile tea.
As eleven o’clock ticked past, her resolve wavered, more from lack of sleep than waning hope. Yawning, she scooped her bag up and stretched. She could book a room and start her search again in the morning. 
“You’re fucking kidding me.” 
Polly turned. 
Mari stood ten feet away, completely still, loathing pouring off her. She was dressed in shorts and a t-shirt, her bare legs brown, her sandled feet still dusted with sand. The fury on her face looked out of place. 
“Mar.” 
Hearing her name seemed to snap Mari back to reality, and she waved Polly off, stalking past without so much as a glance. 
“Christ,” Polly muttered, giving Preeda an apologetic wince as she threw her bag on the ottoman and hurried after her. “Mar, wait. Mari.”
“Leave me alone, Polly. I’m done with this.” Without a backward glance she leapt up a flight of stairs, taking two at a time, hitting the landing to disappear around the corner. Polly picked up her pace, trying to keep up. 
“Mari, wait. Please.” But she only hurried away. “Stop leaving me,” Polly barked, lurching to a stop in the middle of the passageway. 
“Leave you?” Mari swung round and stalked back towards her, jaw rigid and eyes narrowed in outrage. “I never left you. I left my wife. I flew halfway around the world to find you. You’re the one who let us go. Back with a husband who cheated on you. What the hell is that?”
“We’re not back together,” Polly replied, grabbing the front of her t-shirt before she could stalk off again. “Stop! God, you’re infuriating. So busy jumping to conclusions. Give me a chance to explain.” 
Mari gawped. “You send some pretty strong signals, Poll.”
“Yeah? Well, you see what you want to see,” she replied, holding her gaze with determination. “And you’re a lousy communicator.” An old angst that had propelled her onto a plane two decades ago resurfaced. 
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
“Jesus, Mari. We grew up together. We were best friends for sixteen years and suddenly we’re having sex, and Brian walks in on us. Of course I didn’t know what to say to him. I didn’t know what it meant. And then you were gone—”
“I was in love with you,” Mari barked.
“I didn’t know that,” Polly snapped back. 
“You were the only person who didn’t know that,” Mari replied, looking wounded. 
“If you’d talked to me, Mar, if you’d replied to just one of my emails…”
“Christ, Polly.” Mari’s sigh was exasperated. “I told you I loved you every day we were together. I kissed you that night because I didn’t know what else to do to get you to hear me. I was never sure if you were choosing to ignore me because you didn’t feel the same way, or you really didn’t understand what was going on between us. So, I took a chance.”
“Then why did you disappear? One minute—”
“I didn’t disappear,” Mari cut in, her voice piercing. “I came for you. Yes, I was heading to Manchester, but I came to see you. In Southampton. To see if you’d come with me. What you said to Brian, the way you reacted to being seen with me like that, it stung. But it wasn’t enough to stop me coming back for you, Poll. But when I came to see you, Rosemary wouldn’t let me in. She told me you never wanted to see me again. She told me—”
“That wasn’t… she lied to you. I didn’t know you’d come. Not until a few days ago.” Mari stilled, her features slackening. Polly’s clutch on her t-shirt tightened, tugging her forward a pace. “Do you honestly think I’d have told her anything about what happened between us, let alone that I never wanted to see you again?” 
Mari closed her eyes and rubbed at the tension spot between her brows. “To be honest, Polly, I don’t know what to think anymore.” She shrugged hopelessly. “You should go.”
“I’m not going anywhere. I’ve had to endure being chastised by your mother, and a hideously expensive flight to get here.” She reached down and slid her hand into Mari’s, the warmth of her skin sending tingles through her and raising gooseflesh on her arms. But Mari withdrew her hand. “Please. I’ve made mistakes—”
“Mistakes?”
“—but I’m ready now. I want this. I want—” 
“I’m not doing this. Not again. You can’t just show up and expect to pick up as though…” 
Mari was talking, but suddenly Polly wasn’t really listening. She didn’t need to. She knew Mari, knew her like she knew the rhythm of her own heart, and knew everything she’d need to say. Instead, she watched her calmly, smiling to herself as she thought how much she looked like the woman who had kissed her so feverishly on the doorstep of their student flat so long ago. Like the girl who had chased her through the Sarsen stones and planned clandestine meetings in dingy cafes and wind-blown piers in the dead of winter. Time had passed, but so little had changed. When they were together, time wound back, old feelings reignited, and the confidence that Mari was hers and always would be returned. Brian hadn’t happened yet. Her mother’s interfering hadn’t come to fruition. There was still a chance to keep what she had so foolishly let go. 
Mari stopped. “What?” She glared. 
Polly’s smile only deepened, and she reached out to brush stray grains of sand from her cheek. Mari stilled beneath her touch. “There’s a lot to apologise for.” Polly swayed closer, the space between them suddenly intimate, and Mari softened, the tension in her shoulders dissolving. “To talk about. Everything we never said… But I’ve missed you. More than you’ll ever know, and I’d rather talk about all that tomorrow. Can we just…” She rested her hand on Mari’s chest, her heartbeat fast and strong beneath Polly’s palm. 
“You can’t just wish it all away,” Mari whispered, the distance between them shrinking again. She swallowed, blinking quickly. 
“I know. But it doesn’t change anything.” The certainty Mari was hers again was so strong everything else seemed irrelevant. “It doesn’t change how I feel about you. How I’ve always felt.” Polly brushed her thumb across Mari’s bottom lip and cupped her cheek in her palm. “How in love with you I am.” Mari exhaled, and her gaze shifted from her eyes to her mouth and lingered, the only sign Polly needed they were done talking. She tugged her close, slipping an arm around Mari’s waist, drawing her in. When they kissed, the world fell away. 
Everything was slow, so unlike their turbulent night in Vancouver. Polly took her time, satiating an old hunger as she buried her hands in Mari’s hair. Long, euphoric kisses set Polly alight as the woman who had loved her from afar all her life pressed tightly against her, the warmth of her bare thighs so familiar against Polly’s own. How had she never understood how much of Mari she could have had? How much of her she had always wanted. And that Mari wanted her in equal measure. 
Breathless, Mari pulled away to stare at her, pupils dark with desire. She ran a finger along the loop of Polly’s necklace, from collarbone to collarbone. “When I saw you in Sydney, I thought—”
“I’m not letting you go again.” The tension eased around Mari’s eyes and Polly smiled. She’d finally found the right thing to say. 
“Promise?” Mari’s voice was low, husky. 
“Like you wouldn’t believe,” Polly murmured and kissed her again, pulling her tighter until there wasn’t a hair’s breadth between them. Relief and desire flooded her, reigniting parts of her that had been numb for months. The soft flesh beneath Mari’s jaw beckoned and Polly traced her tongue across her skin, sending a shudder through her. 
“God, the things I’m going to do to you,” Mari murmured, finding her mouth again. 



Chapter 39
Don't let me walk away
PRE-DAWN LIGHT SUFFUSED THE room when Mari woke. The sound of Polly’s breathing, slow and deep, captivated her, and she rolled on her side to stare at the woman asleep beside her. Sprawled on her back, gloriously naked with the sheets bunched at her feet, she was Mari’s fantasy writ large. Polly’s soft mouth and adroit hands had kept her awake most of the night, but she wasn’t complaining. She could spend the next year between Polly’s thighs and still want more. But there were things she needed to know first. As much as she’d let Polly brush aside her need for explanations, morning had come. 
With a sigh, Mari rolled off the bed and padded around the room, collecting her clothes from the floor. In the bathroom, she shimmied back into her bikini, board shorts and t-shirt, and wrestled her hair into an untidy ponytail. She glimpsed herself in the mirror and a sleepy, self-satisfied expression looked back. “Yeah, yeah,” she muttered. “Let’s see who’s smiling in an hour or two.” 
Down in reception, Mari paced as the morning staff searched for Polly’s bag. When eventually a concierge returned with the small duffle, Mari’s heart sank. If she needed a reminder why Polly had to explain herself, her bag was it. Ridiculously light, it couldn’t have contained more than a couple of days’ worth of clothing. Mari had no clue what that meant, but as she strode back to her room, her chest tightened. Such a contradiction to Polly’s words last night, full of desire, longing, apology. And permanency. The bag was everything but. 
When she slipped quietly into her room, she found Polly propped up on her elbows, looking relieved to see her. 
“Oh.” Polly’s eyes found her bag, and she smiled. “Thanks.” 
Mari dropped it by her suitcase and walked to the window to pull the curtains open. Light flooded in, kissing Polly’s flesh as she shifted onto her side to watch Mari fuss about. “Are you hungry? I can order room service?” Mari scooped up the hotel folder, needing something to distract her at least she end up back on that oversized bed. 
“I’m starving.” Polly rose and padded over, the roll of her hips hypnotic, her intentions clear. Taking the menu from her, she kissed her languidly, igniting a desire they’d only begun to address the night before. With a moan that promised more intoxicating indulgence, she eased Mari onto a chair, straddled her thighs and slid onto her lap. “Make me come,” she murmured, her breath hot against Mari’s neck as she guided her hand between them. She was already so wet, and it would have been the easiest thing to succumb, but Mari drew her hand away. 
“You promised me an explanation. And it’s morning.” 
Polly huffed her disappointment as she untethered Mari’s hair and combed her fingers through it. “Okay. But I do need to eat.” 
“Can you at least put a robe on?” Mari gently urged her off her lap. Polly smirked as she sashayed to the bathroom. “Cocky,” Mari muttered. The hiss of water sounded.
“I’m showering,” Polly called, conjuring unhelpful images as Mari read through the menu again. 
“What the hell,” she muttered. “It’s not like it’s going to make things any worse.” After quickly ringing through their breakfast order, she shucked off her clothes and jogged to the bathroom. “We’ve twenty minutes.” 

They ate a quiet breakfast on the patio, both of them famished and exhausted. Polly’s coffee cup was empty when she finally spoke. “Where do you want me to start?” She pulled a knee up and hugged it, her expression calm. 
Mari propped her chin on her fist and watched as Polly closed her eyes to the morning sun. She seemed unfazed by the prospect of hard questions. Did she think another night together was enough to salve Mari’s wounds, old and new? Polly had never been that flippant.
When she finally broke the silence, Mari stuttered. “Why were you with—” She couldn’t say his name, the memory of that morning on the street too raw. She’d arrived outside Polly’s building early to see Dave exiting, a bounce in his step, whistling to himself as he tossed his keys from hand to hand. He hadn’t seemed like a man in the process of losing his wife, but it hadn’t occurred to her they were back together, either. When he’d introduced himself so forthrightly, he could have driven a knife through her. All she could think was that Polly had chosen him, that’s she’d done the easy thing. 
“Dave?” Polly replied. “Hmmm. Comfort? Safety? I fell apart after Vancouver.”
“Really?” Mari hated how elated she sounded. 
Polly snorted. “I suppose I deserve that.”
“I didn’t mean—” She sighed. She couldn’t deny a certain satisfaction at seeing Polly blanch. It only seemed fair. “I spent the week after you left bawling my eyes out. I’d assumed you had too. Until I saw Dave.”
Polly leaned over and grasped her hand, lacing their fingers together. She was quiet for a while, and Mari wondered if she was about to renege on her promise of the truth. “When you left me in that hotel room, I broke.” Polly cleared her throat, pausing again. “The only reason I was with Dave is because Rosemary called him. The state I was in when I arrived back in England, I think she did the only thing she could think of. Then, Sydney was home. I understand who I am there. I don’t think I’d ever worked that out in Southampton.” She frowned, briefly meeting her gaze. “And then I had an accident and broke my ankle and screwed up my shoulder—”
“What?” Mari straightened. She’d noticed the soft skin on Polly’s knees and elbows, fresh scars barely healed, but there’d been no opportunity to ask. 
“I was pretty much out of commission. I couldn’t even wipe my arse, so my only option was to move back into the apartment, and for Dave to take care of me. After a while, it was just easier to stay.” Mari sat back and chewed her bottom lip. That explained some of it, but not the appearance of togetherness he had so deftly enacted that morning. “Then I started seeing a therapist. You were married, and I hadn’t heard from you, so I figured we were done. Like you said, we both knew what that night was.”
“Polly.” Mari shook her head, her chest heavy. It had been the end of a childhood infatuation, but the start of so much more for her. When she’d spoken to Polly on the street, she’d thought she’d been clear. 
“Anyway, therapy, lots of crying, trying to move on from you and get my shit together. Finally realising I needed to leave Dave’s sorry arse and get on with my life. Which was exactly what I’d decided to do, and then you show up. Jumping to conclusions—”
“Hi, I’m Dave, Polly’s husband,” Mari mimicked, unwilling to let Polly sanitise that morning. 
Polly laughed. “Fair enough.”
They stared out into the morning sky, silent as birds flew by, both a little sore from their exchange. “Sorry it took me so long,” Mari offered, eventually. Too long. But time had slipped out of her control the instant she’d left Polly’s hotel room. 
Polly turned to face her, setting her cheek on her knee. “Why did it?” Her expression was calm, curious, devoid of blame as she waited for Mari’s explanations. 
“Mmmm.” She drew in a deep breath and slowly let it go. It had taken her no time to realise she couldn’t leave Polly again, despite what it would do to her wife. She was already rehearsing what to say to Meg as she exited the Pinnacle’s elevator, working through how things might unfold, whether there would be enough time to make Polly’s flight. But Meg had imploded within minutes of Mari arriving home. 
“It was a tough few months. Meg… well, there’s a reason Meg’s one of the most sought-after divorce lawyers in BC.” Polly’s eyebrows twitched. “I never intended to let you go, Poll. I went home to tell Meg I was leaving, but she locked me in the house.” It sounded absurd now, and she laughed despite how horrid it had been. Her wife’s actions had been unforgivable, but Mari didn’t blame her. She’d let Polly back into her life knowing full-well she had no capacity to resist her. “We argued for days. And by the time she decided she couldn’t stand the sight of me, I was locked out of everything. Bank accounts, utilities, even my Apple ID, for Christ’s sake. I couldn’t call you because I didn’t have your number. I didn’t have anyone’s number. I had to beg for mum’s. I spent a month on a friend’s couch trying to negotiate with her. It was awful.” Polly tightened her grip on Mari’s hand, and Mari drew a long breath in a vain attempt not to cry. “I finally got out of Van…” She tried to do the math. “Maybe two weeks ago?”
“Christ,” Polly muttered. “It didn’t even occur to me.” She looked chastened. 
“Why would it?” Mari replied, slipping her hand free. “You thought I’d walked away.” Her admonishment caught Polly. It was the second time she’d mistakenly assumed Mari had left without looking back. Colour flushed Polly’s cheeks, and she looked away. “Anyway, by the time Meg let me have my life back, there didn’t seem much point trying to call when I was jumping on a plane to come get you. I never expected—” Words caught in her throat again. Polly’s explanations hadn’t eased the sting of Dave’s presence. “I have to ask, Polly. Because I don’t have it in me to do this again. Is this just another night for you? Because you look like you packed for a weekend. Not—”
“Mar.” Polly held her gaze, her tongue pressed against her top teeth. Such a familiar quirk. She had seen that expression a thousand times when Polly was lost for words. 
“Yeah.” Mari sighed resignedly and levered herself out of her seat, unable to meet her gaze as she walked inside. She didn’t need to hear any more. This was too familiar. This Polly was too familiar. Away from the eyes of the world, she was all Mari ever desired, but Polly’s I love yous were invariably followed by desertion the instant they were back to reality. 
“You don’t trust me,” Polly called. Only a pace or two behind her, she reached out and took her hand again. 
It took all of Mari’s strength to turn and face her. She wasn’t fooling herself that a tryst in Thailand could amount to anything more than a night in Portsmouth or Vancouver had. She’d learned that lesson. 
“I wouldn’t trust me either,” Polly whispered. “I’m terrified you’ll leave again. And you’re terrified I’ll let you. But I won’t.” 
That wasn’t enough for Mari. She couldn’t live with the uncertainty, wondering when Polly’s will would falter, and it must have showed because Polly paled. “Maybe all we were ever meant to have was what we had when we were kids,” Mari whispered. 
“Mar, don’t.” Polly grabbed her free hand, her grip desperately tight.
“Let go, Poll. It’s okay.” Inevitability weighed heavily around Mari’s heart as Polly released her. The agony of the moment was preferable to what would inevitably come once they returned to Sydney or Vancouver or Winchester. Polly’s resolve would last as long as her supply of clothes. She watched tears well in Polly’s eyes, ignoring how wet her own cheeks were. “When’s your flight back?” 
“I didn’t book one,” Polly murmured, staring down at her feet as her tears fell. “This was only ever a one-way trip for me.” She missed Mari’s stiff swallow, the wave of astonishment that surged through her as her breath caught at Polly’s unexpected response. “And I never bothered packing a decent bag because—” More tears, choking the words in Polly’s throat. “Because what would I need? If you said yes,” she rasped. “What else would I need?” Her breath hitched and her chin trembled as she braved a look at her. “Mar? Please, don’t let go.” Tentatively, Polly slid a hand back into hers. 
It was such a familiar sensation, those strong, slender fingers intertwined with her own. Mari remembered the very first time she’d felt the comfort of Polly’s grasp, all those years ago. That tiny hand had banished Mari’s fears in a heartbeat, fuelling her with enough bravery to face a room full of children disinterested in her arrival. Whenever courage had failed her, Polly’s hand would find its way into hers, as though attracted by some strange force of need. Restored, she could face the world. Mari was never more herself than when Polly’s hand was in hers. 
She tightened her grip a fraction and Polly’s brows drew together in plaintive hope. Without a word, she pulled Mari into her arms, wrapping her in a strong, recalcitrant embrace, holding fast until Mari let herself soften despite the urge to resist. It would be so easy to dig in, to push Polly away, to let stubbornness save her from inevitable heartache. But the only future she’d ever wanted was wrapped around her with such fierce desperation that resisting was impossible. And foolish. 
“I won’t let you walk away,” Polly whispered, pulling back a little to look into her eyes, agony twisting her features. “Not now, not when we’ve already lost so—” 
Mari kissed her. It was their last kiss in Vancouver, and in Portsmouth, and all the kisses she’d never dared steal from the moment she’d understood what loving Polly really meant. And it was the first kiss of something terrifyingly unknown, but she held tight as Polly kissed her back, anguish and desire a bitter mix. 
“Tell me this isn’t the end,” Polly pleaded when they finally broke apart. Mari wasn’t the only one who felt the dissolution and portent of that kiss. 
“I don’t want it to be.” Mari had spent so long hiding how she loved Polly from the world, she was unsure what to do next. 
“Then, take me home,” Polly declared, gentle fingers wiping the tears from Mari’s face. “Take me home and build a life with me.”
“All right.” Her smile wavered. “Where’s home?”
“Wherever you are,” Polly replied. 



Epilogue
POLLY GLANCED AT HER watch as she slid through the crowds, aware she was running late. She’d been anxious all morning, pacing the hotel lobby as the hours ticked by, but had lost track of time. Now she was bogged down in lunchtime foot traffic as half of London spewed into Piccadilly Square for a ray of sunshine and a hurried sandwich. 
A warm breeze pulled whips of hair free from her ponytail, and she shoved her sunglasses back to hold them at bay. As she turned to orient herself, she stopped, recognising Mari’s face in a cafe window. Her Mari. Impossible to miss with her long strawberry blond hair and glowing smile. Gorgeous, gregarious Mari. Who was meant to be schmoozing a lawyer from a firm that handled environmental cases in the European Court. But here she was, in the window of a tiny cafe, talking animatedly to an older woman sat opposite. A bright smile lit Mari’s eyes, and her hands flew as she spoke. Then the smartwatch on her wrist drew her attention, and she glanced down at the alert, then out the window. Somehow, she found Polly in the crowd. They stared at each other for so long that Mari’s companion followed her gaze. Polly waved, her heart pounding as Mari’s smile grew impossibly wide. 
Moments later, Mari was striding towards her, the sharp lines of her grey skirt and jacket making her a formidable figure amongst a sea of suits. An oversized leather tote bumped against her hip, and the neck of her blouse flashed a glimpse of cleavage—for Polly’s benefit, she knew. That shirt had been much more demurely buttoned when Mari had left for her meeting that morning. 
“Well?” she asked as Mari grasped her hand and tugged her along, striding towards their hotel. 
“Interesting.” They were ten minutes away, and it was obvious Mari had no intention of telling her how the meeting had gone until they were back in their room. Polly’s stomach was in knots as they walked. This was their third interview with the firm, and even though Mari had left feeling confident they’d be taken on, Polly wasn’t so sure. Mari’s credentials spoke for themselves, but Polly’s? It was another day of uncertainty.
Everything until now had been chaos. Nearly a year on from Polly’s dash to Thailand, it had been a painful journey to get them to a hotel room in London and a meeting with the second largest environmental law firm in Europe. 
Restarting their life together had been an uphill battle. Two acrimonious divorces with protracted settlements had kept them apart for months at a time, but when it was finally all over they’d had enough between them to buy a small cottage on the edge of Winchester and rent office space on the town’s main street. Wills and EPAs and conveyancing kept the lights on whilst Mari looked for pro bono environmental cases to lease their services to. Cantwell and Hammersmith were the second fish to bite, the first to take them seriously. The law firm had a case against a Canadian lumber exporter, and Mari was sure they were a shoe in. 
But it had all been worth it. They woke up together, in each other’s arms, and every morning Mari’s sleep-addled smile made Polly’s heart hitch. She would have lived in a shack in the back of beyond if it meant starting every day with Mari’s sleepy head nestled against her. 
“Okay,” Polly said as she followed Mari into their hotel lobby. “Do I need a stiff drink to soothe my disappointment?” Mari ignored her and tugged her towards the elevator. She stabbed impatiently at the up button. “Mar?” The doors slid open, and they darted inside. As soon as they were alone, Mari dropped her bag, shoved Polly against the elevator wall, and kissed her. Polly knew that kiss. It started something, and she couldn’t stop the groan that escaped her as Mari slipped her hand under her shirt then down the back of her jeans and beneath the silk of her underwear. 
“Yep, okay, no.” Polly gasped, wrestling with Mari’s wandering hands. “No consolation sex. And not in a hotel elevator.”
Mari giggled into her neck. “Who said it’s consolation sex?”
Polly pulled back to stare at her. Mari’s grin was broad, wicked. “Really?”
“Really.” She sucked at Polly’s earlobe, sending a shiver through her. 
“Mar?” Polly pushed her back again, a giddy excitement too big to contain bubbling away in her chest. “Really-really?” 
“Really-fucking-really.” 
“We got it?” She needed to hear the words. 
“They think we’re perfect,” Mari purred and kissed her again. “You’re perfect.” The elevator chimed, and the doors rolled open. “We have to meet Evelyn at the office at four. That gives me…” she glanced at her watch. “…about three hours to fuck your brains out so you’re relaxed enough to sign your name on the contract.” 
“Oh, really?” Polly snorted as she skipped out of the elevator. She couldn’t contain her excitement. Mari was right, though. If she had to sign anything right now, she wouldn’t be able to keep her hand steady enough to print her initials. “Oh my god.” She stopped suddenly and grasped Mari’s shoulders so they were facing each other. “This is it.”
“What’s it?” 
“The plan. Do you remember that idiot we had for our first-year admin tutorial?” Mari frowned. “You remember. What was his name? Nigel something, that nerdy little twat who kept trying to pick you up. He made us do that ridiculous exercise on our first day of term. Where do you see yourselves in ten years?” Recognition flashed across Mari’s face. 
“Yeah, I remember,” she murmured, and started walking again. She slipped out of her heels as she pulled the room key from her bag.
“This is what we wrote,” Polly exclaimed, bouncing on her toes as she hurried Mari into their room. “Exactly this. Christ.” She was stunned. It had taken longer than ten years, but here they finally were. 
“That’s what you wrote,” Mari replied, tossing her bag on the bed and sliding her jacket from her shoulders. Polly stilled. Now that she thought of it, she hadn’t seen her friend’s notebook that day. 
“This isn’t what you…?” They’d been working towards this goal with such singular purpose Polly hadn’t considered Mari might have second thoughts or want something different. 
“Nope. Not what I wrote at all.” She turned away to unbutton her blouse and step out of her skirt. 
“Oh,” Polly replied, “Well, what did…”
“What did I write?” Mari asked as she turned around. Polly swallowed at the sight of her. Every time she saw her like this, her breath caught. “In response to the question, where do I see myself in ten years? What did I write?” Mari teased, biting her lip as she stepped in close. “I see myself…” and she breathed against Polly’s neck, sending a hot jolt through her. “…between Polly McAllister’s thighs.” 
Polly jerked back, a bark of laughter escaping her. “You did not.”
“I did,” Mari replied, merriment in her eyes as she wound her arms around Polly’s waist. “You’re not going to deny a woman her dream, are you?”
“Now, who am I to stand in the way of a woman with a plan?” Polly’s giggle was short-lived. 



Thank you 
Thank you for taking the time to read Everything We Never Said. I loved writing about Polly and Mari, and I hope you enjoyed reading about them too. If EWNS kept you turning pages, I’d be so grateful if you’d leave a review. Reviews make an enormous difference for indie authors, but also for other queer readers—your rating or review helps other queer readers find stories like this one, and encourages authors like me to keep dreaming up new tales to tell. 
Whether it’s stars on Amazon or Goodreads, a few sticky thoughts or a deep dive into your impressions of the book, I’d love to hear from you. 
You can leave a review on Amazon, or on GoodReads.
Thank you—your feedback is invaluable. 
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